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Preface
The people born on planet Earth all expected that humanity, culture,
and everything else in the world would eventually improve. They
dedicated their lives and souls to creating that idea (well some of them
anyway), but somehow it never happened. Utopian dreams, peaceful
philosophies, enlightened ideals, and benevolent forms of government
somehow never survived the relentless assault of fascist nightmares,
warlike mindsets, destructive tendencies, and the corruption of values
when faced with desire. Despite selfless sacrifice, lifelong labor, and some
damn good ideas the world never stopped grinding the poor, exploiting
the helpless, and turning human against human. Maybe it was simply a
result of human nature, maybe it was a result of a human complacency,
maybe it was the systems that developed, or maybe it was some sort of
flaw that inherently inhabited humans, power structures and words. The
world never changed…until the day it ended.
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Book I: A Simple Printer

Chapter 1
Ben could feel his stomach telling him that he would need to close the
shop soon. It wasn’t so much that he was ruled by hunger as that he had
decided early in his life to flow with what his body, his instincts, or his
choices put in front of him. He knew that he had been working efficiently
all afternoon and that if he ignored his body, that efficiency would be lost.
He could still get a reasonable amount of work done before he left for the
night to satisfy the hunger he felt in his gut…and other places. He stepped
back from the machine he had been working on for the last two hours and
surveyed what he had accomplished.
Three large boxes were filled with glossy paged catalogues that were
perfectly folded and stapled thanks to his labor. Less than half a box of
unfolded, unstapled pages remained. The order sheet indicated that they
didn’t have to be completed until 4 PM the next day, but he knew he
would finish them before he closed the shop. He knew from experience
that putting a job off until later was more difficult on his psyche than
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plowing through it. Once it was done, he no longer had to think about
whatever the job was. In this case it was a spring catalog of tulip bulbs. He
smiled as he thought of spring approaching.
It had been a particularly cold winter. He caught himself standing idle
and began to feed the flat pages into the folder/stapling machine again
while he continued to muse about the life he was living. It would have
been a lot colder if he hadn’t of learned life’s lessons as well as he had in
his fifty two years. Sometimes it astounded him to see just how
maladapted some people were to life. Take the case of his hunger and his
desire to finish the job at hand. The majority of people would not find any
sort of balance if they were presented with a similar circumstance. His
younger brother, were he still alive, would have closed the shop at the
first impulse of bodily desire and not come back until all of his yearnings
were completely sated. It was exactly why Teddy had been fired from
every job he hadn’t quit first, even by his older brother. Ben smiled sadly
to himself and continued feeding the quickly diminishing pile into the
machine.
Teddy was one extreme, the other was Ben’s older brother, George.
George was the kind of guy that worked through his hunger and didn’t
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stop until he was dragged away from the job or he was mentally or
physically incapable of continuing. George was rich because of his hard
work. He lived in a huge house, had a beautiful wife, was invited to all the
right social occasions, and provided everything his two children could ever
want. But Ben wouldn’t say that he was successful. Ben shook his head
thinking about his unhappy sibling in his unhappy life. George denied
himself all the pleasures that life had to offer. His old white butt cheeks
were clenched together so tight that he probably crapped wire. George
had probably only had sex with his wife just enough times to begat a
couple of Protestant children but no more. George had refused to speak
to Ben for almost thirteen years, but Ben managed to stay abreast of him
through the society pages and the gossip of his customers and friends.
Amazingly, Ben and George shared more than a few acquaintances.
Everybody needs a printer from time to time and Ben’s shop had a sterling
reputation built on years of balancing the hungers of the present against
the needs of the future. Ben fed the last of the stacks of paper into the
machine and put the results in the remaining box. He shut the machine
down and looked around his shop. Not too bad, he thought to himself, as
he looked at what his moderate labor had accomplished. The shop was by
no means everything he possessed, but it was gratifying to think about
13
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the first day he had moved his old offset printing press into the room
more than twenty years before. Now he was surrounded by a dozen high
tech machines that were capable of producing anything a person might
need printed. His clients wanted wedding books, invitations, pamphlets,
catalogs, greeting cards, manuscripts, and sometimes even an antiestablishment zine or two. The shop itself was a testament to living a
balanced and happy life.
In looking around, his eyes landed on the picture of his wife that he
kept on the desk. He’d almost forgotten to call Doris and tell her he would
be getting back late. He walked to the desk and picked up the phone.
She answered on the first ring just like she always did. “Hello?”
“Hi Doris, sorry I forgot to call you earlier but I am going to be working
pretty late this evening. I hope you haven’t made dinner for me yet?”
“No Ben, it’s the last day of the month, so I figured you would be late
tonight.” He could hear her frowning on the phone. He hated to lie to her,
but it was really for the best. She even did her part to make it easier for
him. “Ben, I’m a little worried though, have you seen the weather?”
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“I’ll have a look Dor. Don’t worry. I love you.” He meant it, but this part
always felt bad. That twinge of guilt. It would disappear soon enough.
“Okay Ben, I love you too. Don’t work too late, okay?” Just the slightest
emphasis on work.
“Okay Doris. I gotta get back to work.” That was worse than usual.
He was relieved to hear the bell on the door ring as a customer came in.
It was the tulip man coming to see if the catalogs would be done on time.
He was surprised when Ben told him that he could take them now. The
two men carried the boxes out to the customer’s car. It was the first time
Ben had been outside all day. The weather was weird. The wind was
picking up snow and trash and creating a painful sheet that hit them as
they emerged from the shop. The sky was almost green with the
moonlight shining through the windy detritus. After stowing all the boxes
in the customer’s trunk and backseat they went back inside to settle up
the bill.
“I just need you to sign here and we’re good to go,” Ben said. As the
man signed, a particularly hard gust of wind blew the door open and
scattered paperwork.
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“Wow. It feels like the end of the world out there,” the man said.
“Nah, I can smell springtime thanks to your catalogs,” Ben joked back.
Once the client was gone, Ben picked up papers and sat at his ancient
desk. He opened his old fashioned ledger, a giant leather book that
contained all of his accounts. Ben had a computer, but preferred to put
everything on paper with an old fashioned ink pen. With that finished he
picked up the phone and dialed.
She answered with that soft French accent that drove him nuts
“Alloo?”
“I’m closing up the shop and should be there in about twenty minutes,
Beautiful.”
“Oh, Ben, I was starteeng to worry you might not come ce soir. I meese
you mon cher!”
“I miss you too Gorgeous, but not for long. See you soon.”
“Au revoir Benny. Je taime.”
He was already starting to feel better.
That was when the building collapsed on him.
xvi
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Chapter 2
He had never before experienced that bizarre but clichéd slowing
down of time. One moment he was pushing his glasses up his nose and
thinking about how nice dinner and a romp in the hay with his French
mistress would be, then he became aware of the rafters coming towards
him. It seemed like they took minutes but was more likely only a few
seconds. He actually felt a moment’s concern for the machinery around
him, the proofs that his clients had left in his care, and, most foolishly, the
accounts book on his desk before he realized that he was probably going
to die. His hand continued pushing his glasses up his nose in the pure
reflexive movement of a man who has been nearly blind without them for
most of his life. It was then, that he took a moment to hope that his wife
and his mistress would survive his loss without too much pain.
He had never been the type of man who believed the gods bothered
listening to mere human beings, so he didn’t waste a moment praying.
Instead he saw the large metal beam that had held his roof above him for
so long rushing down to him and thought with gratitude that it had been a
pretty good life. He’d accomplished most of what he had wanted to and in
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the process had fathered a half dozen children by four different women
who loved him. The first, his wife, had stood by him through the trials of
life. The moment before the beam hit him, he wasted just a moment, in
thanking whoever might be listening for the love of a woman like Doris.
It would have been nice if that were really the end of him. A life well
lived, last thoughts of his loving and stalwart life. Instead, he regained
consciousness after an indeterminate amount of time and realized that he
was pinned under most of what had been the roof of his shop. His head
was stuck to a pile of coagulating blood that had apparently leaked from it
while he was unconscious. The greenish light he had noticed earlier, now
suffused everything and a monstrous howling came from the outside
where the wind had reached an intensity that surpassed most category
five hurricanes. Ben was able to free one hand from beneath his body and
reach up to where his head was trapped beneath the afore mentioned
metal beam. It was tender and he felt a large gash in the left side of it, but
it didn’t seem to be broken.
“God dammit,” he said to himself. “This is not what I had in mind for this
evening.”
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He managed to turn his head just a bit and was able to see something
moving outside of what had once been the door to his shop. His glasses
were not on his nose where they were supposed to be and he could just
make out three white blurs coming towards the doorway. The only sound
he could hear was the screaming of the wind punctuated by the
occasional ripping of metal, shattering of glass, or impact of some fast
moving object hitting some stationary object. For a moment, he
wondered if maybe he had died, but the puddle of blood under his head
assured him that he was still among the living.
The white blurs slowly arranged themselves into the shapes of the
Michelin Man or Stay-Puffed marshmallow people. There were three of
them and as they got nearer he could see that they were people inside
the sort of suits that astronauts or people working with radiation or
biohazards had to wear. One of them kneeled down in the doorway and
looked toward Ben and his hand pointed as his head turned to call the
other two. Ben didn’t know how long it took before they were able to
clear the material that was trapping him. He was aware of the fact that he
was drifting into and out of consciousness. Throughout all of this, the only
constant was the cacophony which reached his ears and the now glaring
greenish light which he was being unearthed to.
19
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The final time he gained consciousness, he saw that his rescuers had
almost reached him. On what had been the street in front of his shop sat
a long white cigar shaped vehicle and nothing else. The building that had
stood across from him for years was gone. Just gone. The strange rescue
vehicle was perched on spindly legs which came from it like those of a
centipede. The massive amounts of material that smashed into it, did not
cause it to move or appear to do damage to it. Just as hands reached his
now cleared body, it occurred to him just how big the vehicle outside
must be in order for him to be able to see it with his naked eyes. He
couldn’t make out anything else that was distinguishable to give him a
context. What the hell was going on? What had happened?
He felt hands lifting him and lost consciousness once again.
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Chapter 3
Ben awoke in darkness. It was dark and it was cold. He reached his hand
out for Doris but didn’t find her. He also didn’t find sheets, blankets, or
anything comforting. Instead his hand found a bare concrete floor.
He tried to remember where he was, but he couldn’t seem to shake the
nightmare he had just been having. It might have been easier if he had
woken up in his home, with his wife, in their bed. He sat up, trying to see
where he was. He had a horrible feeling that his ‘dream’ might have
actually happened. Bizarre weather, his shop collapsing on him, a strange
rescue… In remembering his rescue he became certain that it had all been
a dream again. If he had been rescued, where were his rescuers? Where
was the strange vehicle he had seen? Maybe he was still dreaming.
It might be a dream, but that didn’t change the fact that he was cold.
He carefully stood up, not knowing if he would bump his head. Where the
hell was he? He was naked. His clothes might be nearby, but they
certainly were not on him. He stretched his limbs out
experimentally….everything felt pretty good. He reached up to his head,
21
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checking for the gash he remembered from when his shop had collapsed
on him. It wasn’t there. Maybe it had all been a dream. Maybe this was a
dream. Whatever it was, it was confusing, cold, and dark.
The floor was bare under his feet. His five foot ten inch body didn’t feel
like it had just had a building crash down on it. In fact, he couldn’t
remember feeling quite as comfortable in his body since he had been in
his twenties. There was a distinct absence of aches and pains that he had
felt for years. Feeling fairly goofy doing it, he reached to his head again to
see if his hair were thick and wavy the way it had been when he was
young, but no, it still felt like his hairline had receded. The volume felt like
normal. So much for waking up in his twenties from a dream of his fifties.
He chuckled to himself.
The sound echoed in the room. He started to feel his way along the
wall, hoping to find a door, light switch, or window. His eyes were
beginning to adjust to the lack of light and he could make out that he was
in a fairly bare room. After turning a corner and going fifteen or twenty
feet, he came upon the window he had been looking for. At least that was
what he figured it was. It seemed to be covered with a piece of plywood.
Not knowing if he were wasting his time, he tried to pull the wood from
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the wall so that he could get access to the window, or whatever it was
that was behind it.
It took him a short while to find a section of the wood where he could
jam his fingers between it and the wall. By placing both hands under the
wood, he was able to achieve some leverage. It felt awkward, but it was
the best he could do. It occurred to him, that if he were to be attacked, he
would have a very difficult time defending himself in the position he had
placed himself in. Again, he chuckled, this was a totally unreal situation
and he had a very difficult time taking it seriously. As he got ready to
heave on the wood, it occurred to him that he might be in some sort of
coma. Maybe he was having one of those unconscious battles with his
mind. Maybe he was trying to reach his own body from within his
mind….Again, he chuckled, he was or had lost his mind. That was
increasingly becoming obvious to him. But what could he do?
He pulled on the wood with every ounce of effort that he possessed.
The light that streamed into the room blinded him as he fell backwards
with the wood in his hands. Because of the angle he had been pulling
from, he landed fairly hard. He didn’t seem to have any permanent
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damage, but he would certainly have some bruises on his right side and
ass. At least he was getting somewhere. Maybe he would wake up now.
Then again, maybe not. From his new vantage point on the floor, he
could see that he had uncovered a window. His eyes had not adjusted to
the intense light coming in from it yet, but he could finally make out a
little bit of his surroundings. As he had guessed, he was in a cinderblock
room about twenty feet square. The floor was bare concrete. The walls
appeared to have been painted white at some time in the distant past,
but now were mostly the cold grey color of the blocks beneath the
ancient peeling paint. A large pile of rubbish blocked what appeared to be
a doorway. The top of the doorway was visible behind the midden heap. It
went to blackness.
It was then that he reached up to push his glasses up his nose and
realized that he wasn’t wearing them. He scanned the room for them or
his clothes or anything that might be useful, but aside from concrete rocks
and the unidentifiable pile of rubbish covering the doorway, he couldn’t
see anything that resembled anything. In fact, the room was very close to
empty.
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Carefully, he picked himself up off the floor and walked to the window.
What he saw, didn’t fit with any of his expectations. He didn’t know what
he had been expecting to see, but it was definitely not what lay before
him. He was obviously standing on the fourth or fifth floor of a concrete
apartment building. He knew this because, looking out the window he
could see dozens of similar buildings before him and not much else. He
looked toward the ground and saw unpainted roads running between the
apartment blocks. He looked back at the buildings, trying to figure out
what it was about them that struck him as so odd.
Then it hit him. They were dead. The buildings were dead. There was no
glass in the windows, no clothes hanging from the balconies, no
landscaping. It was like he had woken in a Russian industrial disaster area.
Make that a nuclear disaster area. One thing was for sure, he wasn’t in
Portland anymore.
He looked for something that could identify where he was, but there
was nothing. He couldn’t make out any mountains in the distance. He
couldn’t see, hear, or smell the ocean. In fact, he couldn’t hear anything
except the sound of his own breath. He could see his breath too. It hadn’t
gotten any warmer. He looked for something in the room that would give
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him a clue where he was. There was nothing he could see right away. He
didn’t see any electrical outlets or switches. It had occurred to him that he
might find 220 volt outlets if he were in Russia…or elsewhere. There were
no outlets though. He moved to the large pile of debris he had noticed
before. Maybe he could find a book or newspaper or something similar.
What he could see of the pile looked more like shredded tires and
broken blocks of concrete than anything else. He went back to the
window to look for cars or pedestrians. Maybe there was a fire escape.
This was turning out to be not only a confusing nightmare, but a
frustrating one too. He looked out the window in amazement. There was
nothing below. Not only was there no fire escape, ladder, or walkway, but
he couldn’t see a single car, pedestrian, bicycle, or city bus. Of course. He
needed his glasses.
He went back to the pile in the doorway. He had no choice. There was
no other way out of the room and nowhere else where he might find
anything useful. He was becoming painfully aware of the fact that he was
wearing no shoes as he walked back and forth across the rough pebbles
on the floor. And he was freezing his naked ass off. He began pulling
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pieces from the pile, hoping he would find his shoes, his clothes, and his
glasses.
He grabbed what looked like a long section of tire from the top of the
pile and pulled on it. It came away without too much effort. It was actually
a kind of thick rough cloth. It was filthy and about the texture of burlap. It
was larger than he had thought at first. It seemed to be about four feet
long by two feet wide. He smelled it. It smelled like creosote. It was some
sort of tar cloth. He didn’t care. It might give him some warmth. He
wrapped it around his waist like a towel and continued to search through
the pile.
Being a man who had devoted a significant portion of his life to printing
words, he was very aware that he was finding no paper, no writing, and
no printed matter of any kind whatsoever. There wasn’t even a beer can,
hamburger wrapper, or empty cigarette pack. Ben had traveled enough to
know that printed litter exists everywhere. Everywhere except where he
was now. After searching through the pile for what must have been at
least an hour, he had found very little. For his efforts, he had a pile of the
black material, part of which he then ripped and tucked into a makeshift
sarong, poncho, and cape. Tearing thin strips, he braided them together
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to make rough ropes with which he tied multiple layers around his feet. It
was a little like having his feet in burlap sacks, but the four layers made
his feet hurt a little less.
Other than the material, the pile had contained rocks and blocks. No
glasses. No shoes. No clothes. No books. No newspapers. No printed
rubbish. He kept expecting to wake up, but he didn’t. He listened for the
noise of other people, but heard nothing. He could make out a dark
hallway on the other side of the door. He was torn whether to wait or to
brave it. He could only imagine what he looked like in his garbage cloth
outfit. The thought caused him to laugh so hard that he had to sit down
on the pile of rubble he had created behind him. If anyone he knew could
see him now! He was probably not only dressed like a third world charcoal
maker but was also probably covered with dust and soot himself. His
laughter roared through the room, out the hallway, against the walls and
echoed back to him. Suddenly it sounded like a hundred men were
laughing at some great joke. Well, the joke was kind of on him, wasn’t it!
Finally, after laughing himself out of laughter, he listened as the echoes
died away. It was then that he heard the man’s voice coming from the
hallway.
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“Hello!! Can you hear me? Is there someone there? Hello? Can
someone come help me? Help me! Please!”
Ben wondered if the man had been panicking before his peals of mad
laughter had torn through the building.
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Chapter 4
Ben stood up and climbed over the heap and through the doorway.
“I’m here,” he shouted. “ Don’t panic. Everything is going to be okay.
Can you hear me?”
He didn’t know why he said it. He didn’t know everything was going to
be okay. In fact, everything was very far from okay. He wondered if maybe
he shouldn’t start screaming for help too, but the truth was, he actually
felt relieved that there was someone else here. Knowing that he was no
longer by himself in an experimental Russian film somehow made things
seem a lot better.
“Hey, can you hear me? Hello?” Ben called out. When he hadn’t gotten
an answer right away, he had started to think that maybe he had
imagined the voice. Maybe it had even been him! He discounted that idea
right away. He felt confused and disoriented, but he didn’t feel crazy.
Finally, after giving him just enough pause to have these thoughts, a
response came.
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“I’m here, I can’t get out of this room, there is a big pile of stuff blocking
me in….are you there?” The panic was not completely gone, but it wasn’t
the same intensity that it had been when he first heard it.
“Keep calling out to me so that I can find you. It’s very dark and I can’t
move very fast. It might take some time to reach you, but I am coming.”
Ben’s new ‘shoes’ made a funny scraping noise as he shuffled his feet over
the floor. He figured it was better to push rubble out of the way then to
step on it. Every once in a while, he encountered a larger piece and had to
feel for better footing. He was also aware that there could be holes or
weak areas in the floor. He didn’t want to die, even if he didn’t know what
the hell was going on.
“It’s dark here too. Don’t you have a light? Where am I? What is going
on? Are you still there?”
There was a part of Ben that almost wanted to keep quiet and sneak
away from this annoying person. The voice sounded like it was coming
from quite far down the hallway.
“You said there is a pile of stuff, can you start to clear it out of the way?
Can you find anything useful in it?” Ben kept moving towards the voice.
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“Useful for what? I’m cold. I don’t have any clothes. Can you get me out
of here?” Not only was there panic, but there was also a whining that Ben
could not stand the sound of. Sometimes no company was preferable to
bad company. As it was though, Ben hoped that this whining man might
be able to help him figure out where they were.
“See if you can find some cloth. You can use it to get a little warmer. My
name is Ben, what is yours?” Maybe this guy just needed to start doing
something. Maybe he just needed to take a second to put his head on
straight.
“My name is Vlad. You said your name is Ben? What are we doing here
Ben?” That was a little better. Vlad, hmmm, maybe he was in Russia after
all. Not that that made any more sense than anything else.
“Vlad, I don’t know. All I know is I woke up here a few hours ago. I
found some cloth in a pile by my door and I made some clothes. Can you
move the pile so that you can get out of there? I think we need to find our
way outside.” Now he could hear the sound of rocks being thrown to the
ground as Vlad presumably started to excavate his way to the door.
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“Ben, I’ve found some cloth!” There was actually a bit of the sound of
victory in Vlad’s voice suddenly. Good. Ben couldn’t stand whiners. He
was getting closer to Vlad’s doorway now.
“Vlad, how long have you been here?” Ben had reached the doorway
now and started to pull large pieces of concrete from it. The room behind
it was still dark. He could feel cloth and stone under his fingers and could
just barely make out that this pile was a similar composition to the one
that had blocked the door of the room he had woke in.
“I don’t know. Maybe an hour? I woke up here and crawled around the
room. I found this pile and the door frame and not much else. I was going
to explore further and then I heard laughter like demons in hell coming to
get me. Is this a dream Ben?” Vlad had a bit of panic coming back into his
voice.
“I don’t think so. I think the laughter you heard was me. I woke up here
a few hours ago. Vlad, if you go straight across the room behind you, I
think you might find a window. I was able to pull a piece of wood from the
one in the room I woke up in. We could use some light.” He heard Vlad
move across the room. “I was able to put my fingers under the lip and pull
it free.”
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“ I don’t feel anything but the wall Ben, is there a light, wait….I think
I’ve got it. I’ve got it! Okay, one, two…three…!” This time Ben had been
prepared. He shielded his eyes as the light pored through the gaps in the
blocked doorway in front of him. He heard the shutter being set down.
Apparently Vlad had avoided Ben’s nasty fall. There was silence as Vlad’s
eyes presumably got used to the light. After a moment, “Ben? Where in
hell are we?”
Ben felt a rush of disappointment. “Crap. I was hoping you would be
able to tell me. You don’t recognize it?”
“Not at all, it doesn’t even look like we’re in the Dominican Republic
anymore.”
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Chapter 5

Over the next couple of hours Ben, with little help from his new
companion, put together a garbage cloth suit similar to his own for the
man, searched the floor they were on, and found out very little about
what had happened to them. Vlad was worse than useless. Ben tried to
show him how to tear strips of cloth and braid them, but the Dominican
would forget to tie one end, braid them too loosely, or just fall into a sort
of trance, staring into space. Ben tried to talk with the man, but
surprisingly, given their circumstances, found very little that Vlad was
willing to talk about. One would have thought that Vlad would have been
filled with questions, but Ben was starting to think that the man might be
mentally damaged.
“Vlad, you’re Dominican?” Ben was trying to find out anything about his
companion but not having much luck.
“Of course I’m Dominican. What else would I be? God that is a stupid
question.” Vlad was back at the window. “I’ve never seen this part of
Santa Domingo, have you?”
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Ben was a little taken aback by his companions answer. Not just the
violence of it, but the certainty Vlad seemed to have that they were still in
the Dominican Republic. Ben had never been there, but he was pretty
sure that it didn’t get as cold in the Caribbean as it was here, wherever
here was. “Don’t you think it’s strange that it’s this cold?”
Vlad turned from the window. He was skinny and dark skinned. Probably
in his mid thirties. His dark eyes were set back behind a hawkish nose that
was a little too big for his face. He didn’t look like his new suit of garbage
cloth clothes felt unfamiliar to him at all. “Well,” he answered, “The
weather has been getting more and more strange all the time. Last year
we got hit by seven hurricanes so I don’t see why we wouldn’t get hit by a
cold snap. God must hate papayas and sugar because this cold weather is
going to destroy all the crops. I don’t care though, this year I don’t have
any crops to lose. Everything is already gone.”
Ben felt like he might finally be getting somewhere. “You’re a farmer
Vlad? Where did you learn to speak so well? You don’t even have an
accent. It’s pretty amazing.”
Vlad looked at him like he was stupid again. “Am I supposed to have an
accent? A farmer’s accent maybe? What about you? Why don’t you have
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an accent? I don’t understand anything anymore. I’ve lost everything
including my ability to understand what is going on.” With that, Vlad
turned back to the window and gazed out to where the light was starting
to fade.
Ben hadn’t been able to see the sun all day, but he looked out the
window now and felt a moment of panic. He still didn’t know where he
was. He didn’t know how cold it would get during the night. He didn’t
know anything either. His explorations had revealed four more rooms that
opened off of the dark hallway. Three rooms on each side. If they were
like the rooms he and Vlad had woke up in, they had no bathrooms, no
dividing walls inside. Simply six rooms that opened onto a central hallway.
He hadn’t gone inside any of the other four, but he had found similar
rubbish piles in each doorway. No doors, simply doorways with
impassable piles of cloth and stone in front of them.
At the end of the hall, he had found a seventh door. This one did have a
door in it. He had pushed on it, kicked it, and tried to get his hands on
something so that he could open it, but all to no purpose. It wouldn’t
budge. It could very well be the only way out, aside from the four story
drop out the windows. He had tried to set Vlad to making rope so that
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they could scale out the windows, but Vlad had shown himself unwilling
or unable to pursue the task.
“Hey Ben,” Vlad turned towards him again. “Do you think they are
going to feed us? I’m starting to get hungry. Aren’t you?”
Ben felt his blood turn cold. “Who do you mean Vlad? Who would feed
us?”
Vlad just stared at him again with a mixture of pity and disdain.
“Vlad, who would feed us? Do you know who the people that brought
us here are? Vlad. You must tell me what you know.” Ben grabbed him by
the shoulders and gripped him, probably too hard.
“The people who are holding us prisoner here Ben. The people who
arrested us. The government. Your people Ben.”
And then it was like something that had been restraining Vlad had
suddenly been cut loose. “Do you think I am some kind of idiot Ben? Do
you think I don’t know why they put you here? I’ve already told them that
I know nothing. I’ve given them the names of plenty of people that
probably had nothing whatsoever to do with it. I may be a farmer and a
peasant, but I am not a stupid man Ben. This may be a different kind of
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interrogation than anything I have ever experienced or heard of, but an
interrogation it is. I am not a fool Ben. I don’t know exactly what this
scenario is supposed to yield for you, but it certainly didn’t take me long
to figure out what is going on. You bastards have already taken everything
else from me, now you want to take away my sanity too? I refuse. I refuse
to question my own view of reality. You might as well let them know that I
am not going to go along with this, you can have them take me back to
solitary confinement. They can put me back in the detention center. I
don’t care. You can kill me, but there is nothing else that you can take
from my living body.”
While he had spoke, it was as if Vlad had become larger. Something that
had been missing from his eyes had returned and the look of despair that
had characterized him for Ben was no longer there. Ben found himself
backing up from the fierceness of Vlad’s verbal assault. His mind was
trying to put together what Vlad was saying with what he had
experienced. None of this made sense.
“Vlad. I don’t know how to convince you of anything. I’m completely
lost and I have no idea what has happened to me or how I got here. I
don’t know where we are and….”
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Vlad turned his head and spit on the floor. “ I am so sick of hearing your
lies Ben. I don’t know all the details, but I will tell you what happened. The
water given to me in solitary was poisoned with a tranquilizer. When I was
unconscious, I was moved to whatever hellish torture chamber we are
now in. When I gained consciousness, they had you come find me and
befriend me. Now you and I are supposed to bond together to escape.
Along the way, I am supposed to learn to trust you and then to tell you all
about my comrades and their plans. I am supposed to let you know who
the leaders of the farmers and peasants are and who is organizing the
revolt. I am supposed to bring you in on the conspiracy to overthrow the
government. Well, I have news for you Ben. I was not lying when I said
that I was acting alone. There is no conspiracy, there are no leaders, and
you, my friend, can go to hell.”
Ben found himself feeling a strange mixture of anger, compassion, and
curiosity. He tried to hold himself in check as he asked “What did you do
Vlad?”
“What? You want to hear it again? A signed confession is not enough?
Maybe you have more cameras hidden? Maybe you don’t believe me still?
Phaw! Of course you don’t believe me. Fine. I will tell you again. I was a
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simple farmer with a simple life. I earned enough from my work to pay my
taxes and keep my wife and three daughters from starving. We had just
enough extra to send our oldest daughter to school. When the storms
destroyed our crops and our home, they also killed our eldest daughter.
When the government refused to help us to recover, I became angry. I
decided to blow up the government offices. I made a bomb from the
chemical fertilizer that the government gave me when I requested food.
Later, when government troops began massacring our people in the
shantytown we were living in outside of the city, I began to call on other
people to resist the tyranny that had fallen upon us. I was pegged as a
leader. I watched my wife and remaining daughters get raped and
murdered in cold blood by the soldiers who came to arrest me. And I have
been tortured and questioned by you people constantly ever since. I don’t
know anything else. What more do you heartless monsters want?”
“Vlad, listen to me. All I want is to get out of this building before it
becomes completely dark. I don’t blame you for not believing me, but I’m
telling you the truth. I don’t know where we are, but I am almost positive
we are not in the Dominican Republic. Listen, I was in my shop in
Portland, Oregon getting ready to close for the night. The weather was
very strange. Suddenly my building collapsed on me and the next thing I
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knew, I woke up here. I saw people pulling me from the wreckage, but I
lost consciousness. That is all I know. Really.”
Ben took a breath and looked at Vlad. The man was breathing heavily
and he had tears welling up in his eyes. He didn’t believe a word that Ben
was saying. How could he? Ben decided to continue.
“I don’t care if you don’t trust me. I don’t care if you don’t want to stay
with me. Look, there are six rooms on this floor like this one. I’ve called
into them and it seems like you and me are the only people up here.
There is a heavy door at the end of the hallway. I think it might lead to
stairs. I’ve tried to break it down. I can’t do it alone. I need your help. Let’s
just get downstairs and then you can go wherever you want. From what
you’ve told me you have nothing to lose. I just want to get out of this
building. Will you help me?”
Vlad just kept looking at him. Ben didn’t know what else to say. He
looked back at Vlad. Daylight was fading and there was no telling how
much longer it would last.
After what seemed forever, Vlad turned and walked towards the
hallway.
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“Show me this door you have found Ben.”
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Chapter 6
For whatever reason, Vlad had decided to help Ben escape from the
building. Once started, his energy was focused and enormous. There were
no more outbursts of speech, no more accusations, and no more self pity
from this man. Instead, he examined the door, the hallway, the rooms,
and everything else with a no nonsense demeanor that didn’t encourage
further conversation. His questions were short, to the point, and
infrequent.
“Have you seen anything that we might use as a lever or wedge?”
Ben answered no.
“Ben, find me a large rock with a somewhat pointy end.”
Ben did as he was told. Having made some sort of decision, Vlad was not
only suddenly confident, he was commanding. Ben found himself
wondering if he had indeed been the leader of a group of revolutionaries.
If he had been told that the man he had not too long ago clothed had
been a violent revolutionary, he would have found it very hard to believe,
but this new awakened Vlad was the kind of man that spoiled white
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college kids would silkscreen onto t-shirts. The change was remarkable.
He almost would have said unbelievable, were it not for the
circumstances Ben found himself having to acknowledge as reality.
He vaguely remembered having heard about a terrorist bombing in the
Caribbean several years before. He had lumped it in with the bombings
that frequently happened in all non first world countries. In general, Ben
was more sympathetic than the average American to revolutionary
causes, but the wars on terror had done a good job of lumping all anti
government violence together into one giant category called terrorism.
The international media had managed to take the thunder from bombs
and thus diffuse the media attention that had used to follow bombings,
hijackings, and other violent forms of protest. Violent protest had become
as blasé as sit-ins and teach-ins.
Ben found a sheared stone block that looked like it fit the bill of what
Vlad had called for. He returned to the heavy door with it and found the
farmer squatting down with his ear pressed against it. He was knocking on
it, listening, and then knocking on it again. Ben couldn’t resist the words
that popped out of his mouth.
“I don’t think there is anyone home.”
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Vlad gave him a withering look. “The door is solid wood. It is probably
two inches thick. I don’t think we will be able to break it down. Did you
get what I asked for?”
Ben handed him the block.
Vlad took it and stood. “ I think this will work.”
And with that, he lifted the stone and brought it down against the wall.
There were sparks as the stone struck and the sound of metal chiming at
the impact.
“I thought you said we won’t be able to break it down?” Ben was still
reeling from the change that had overcome his companion.
“We can’t break down the door. The wood is too strong. It is the metal
hinges I am trying to break.” Ben hadn’t noticed the hinges himself.
“Should I do anything?” Ben asked.
Vlad turned and Ben thought he actually saw a smile in the darkness.
“Yes, why don’t you go tear some of that cloth into strips and braid it into
some sort of a rope.” It must have been a smile, but none the less, Ben
did as he was told to. He didn’t have long to work on the rope before he
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heard a heavy crashing disrupt the metallic thuds of the rock against the
hinges. The door had fallen.
“Ben, bring what you have, we may need it.”
He didn’t know what he had expected, but behind the door were
concrete steps in a narrow stairwell. It felt fairly anticlimactic as they
simply walked down four flights of steps and found another door. Vlad
simply pushed on it and it opened. They emerged into an open lobby that
faced the street. It was still light enough to see that the glass which had
once closed in the lobby, had long since been broken out. They were free,
but as he thought it, Ben realized he didn’t have any idea what freedom
meant anymore.
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Chapter 7

“Okay Ben, what do you suggest we do now? We’re out of the building,
now what’s your plan?” Vlad actually smiled, though Ben couldn’t be
certain if he were smiling at having escaped the building or at putting Ben
in the hot seat.
“I don’t know. To tell you the truth, this was as far as I’ve thought. I
mean, you can probably see better than I can, I don’t know what
happened to my glasses, but they are gone. I’m just about blind without
them. Do you see anything at all?” Ben was still bothered by the fact that
his glasses were gone. He was glad that it hadn’t been an issue yet, but he
suspected it would cause him some serious problems in the near future.
“From here, all I can see is the street and the building across the way.
We should probably go outside. I feel like I should run, but even from
upstairs, I couldn’t see anything that looked an different from anything
else. It is all abandoned buildings as far as I can tell, but there must be
other people here. The question is though, are we going to run into the
good guys or the bad guys Ben?” Vlad turned and walked through the
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empty room towards the shattered glass wall that led to the street. Ben
followed looking for anything that might be useful but seeing nothing. As
Vlad reached the street outside, it occurred to Ben that a shard of glass
with a cloth wrapped around one end, might make a decent weapon if
they did run into ‘bad people.’
As he wrapped and tied some of his ‘rope’ around a suitable piece of
glass, Ben was startled when Vlad suddenly exclaimed “Oh my God!”
Ben jumped up and moved to where Vlad was staring up at the sky.
Daylight was gone, but that didn’t mean that it was totally dark. There
were no streetlights or artificial lighting but as soon as Ben looked up, he
knew that he didn’t need to be alarmed. In the sky above him were more
stars than he had ever imagined it was possible to see. The sky was
literally lit with stars. Millions, no billions and billions of them. If he were
to measure the light parts against the dark parts, Ben was pretty sure, the
light parts took up more of the sky. It was astounding.
The modern world, the world Ben had been living in until very recently,
was so saturated with light pollution that only a very tiny fraction of the
stars in the sky were visible to the naked eye. Unless you were literally
hundreds of miles from any manmade light source, most of the stars
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remained invisible. Ben now knew that one of two things had happened.
Either all the lights had gone out or he was far enough away from them to
see the unpolluted sky for the first time in his life. He realized that even
without his glasses, he was able to see more stars than he had ever seen
with them.
“Ben, this is the first time I have seen the sky since I was arrested and I
don’t know if I have ever seen the sky when it looked like this.” Vlad was
weeping. “ I don’t know whether to believe you or not, but for this Ben,
for this, I thank you. If only for this moment, I am again a free man. I am
alive.”
Ben said nothing but felt tears in his own eyes. He had never felt so
small as this moment for both being under the vastness of the stars and
for his previous thoughts and judgments of the man who stood beside
him.
While exposure to such beauty and reality can feed the soul, it does
little to calm the grumblings and pangs of bodies that have seen neither
food nor water for a day…or longer. Soon both men realized that they
would have to move on in the search for nourishment. Vlad’s initial
assessment was correct, there really didn’t seem to be anything to
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distinguish one block or building from the next. They walked straight
down the street in front of them towards a vast wasteland of dark
buildings, broken glass, and little else. The roadway they followed seemed
to be less pavement than dirt. Something was bothering Ben and it was
only a few minutes into walking that he realized what it was.
“Vlad, there are no cars. No garbage cans. No piles of garbage. Where is
everything?” He didn’t really expect an answer, but his companion had
surprised him more than once already.
“Maybe they took everything with them Ben. Everything but us. Maybe
they only forgot us.” Vlad stopped. “I think we should go into one of these
buildings and sleep until it gets light. We can see nothing in the dark and
we might be passing exactly what we need.”
“Alright, my friend, we will do that, but will you humor me by going on
for a few minutes more? I don’t know why, but I want to be some
distance from that building we woke up in.” Ben did know why, it was
because of Vlad’s confession and talk of government agents, torture, and
prison. Ben didn’t know where he was, if, he somehow had ended up in
the middle of some otherworldly concentration camp, he wanted to
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make damn sure that there was some distance between himself and the
building he had just escaped from.
“Okay,” Vlad seemed hesitant, “ but I will lead us. I am worried that my
fatigue and hunger has led me to trust you too much. You can follow me,
or you can go your own way.”
With that, Vlad turned left down an even narrower dirt street. Ben
followed realizing that the kind of paranoia Vlad suffered from was
contagious. He had begun wondering if Vlad had been placed in his
general vicinity on purpose. Maybe he was the one being led to where
someone else wanted him to be. Yes, paranoia was definitely contagious
and he tried not to let his mind create conspiracies where he had no
evidence to believe in one. Not that it wasn’t conspiracy worthy to have
his life literally crash on him and then to wake up in this god damn bizarre
place, but he really didn’t have any reason not to trust Vlad, and besides,
it wasn’t like there was anyone else here that he had met. Vlad was it.
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Chapter 8

Vlad’s pace was fast and there was no conversation between the two
men as they quickly hoofed it down one street after another. Eventually
the shapes of the building faces began to differ, but not much else. Vlad
made frequent left and right turns at seeming random, Ben quickly lost
track of where he was in relation to where he had been. The buildings
seemed to be smaller and there were more doors and smaller windows
than there had been at first. Rather than slowing, Vlad’s pace increased,
Ben was certain that the man would pick a building to hole up in soon, but
he seemed to be in a sort of groove that kept him moving forward,
turning right, turning right again, turning left, turning right, turning left,
and then going straight with no particular order or agenda that Ben could
figure out.
Ben was glad to keep moving. He was spooked by the lack of garbage
cans and cars. He was probably in stress related shock over this whole
thing. It took him at least an hour before he stopped and called out to
Vlad.
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“Hey, Vlad…I need to rest. I can’t keep up this pace with you. And
besides that, I need to know…are you going someplace specific? Do you
have some idea where we are or are you just covering distance?”
Vlad stopped and turned to Ben. “No, I have no ideas. When you said
there were no cars, I noticed that there are also no trees. I decided to
keep going until I saw a tree. So far, I haven’t seen a single one. I have also
been listening for any sound at all, but aside from you and me, there is
nothing, but have you noticed that the buildings are different?” He
motioned to the buildings around them.
Ben nodded. He was taking in the idea that there were no trees. It was
too hard to reconcile anything at all. If he thought of that, he thought of
the lack of paper, if he thought of that, he thought about junk food, and
as soon as he thought about the junk food, he was reminded that he was
thirstier and hungrier than he ever remembered being. Hadn’t he been
about to leave his shop and go eat fancy cheese and hors devourers with
Giselle? Wasn’t he about to bury his senses in the smell of her flesh and
the sound of her moans? Hadn’t he just filled the last order of the day?
He felt himself clenching his fists and grinding his teeth as he became
totally enraged for the first time since he had awakened. Anger coursed
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through him and built until he was unable to control himself and he fell to
his knees screaming his rage at the top of his lungs.
“THIS IS NOT THE WHAT I HAD IN MIND FOR TONIGHT!!! WHO THE IS
DOING THIS? SHOW YOUR SELF! NOW!”
He could see Vlad looking at him. He watched the shock on his face. He
didn’t care. He didn’t even know this guy. None of this was real. He had
completely lost his mind and now he was sure of it. And then he started
laughing like a maniac again as he thought to himself that he had never
known that being crazy made one feel so god damn thirsty. Vlad watched
him laughing in the street. He didn’t stop. He just kept laughing. Finally,
getting himself in some sort of control, he managed to sputter out, “I bet
you never thought being crazy would make you so thirsty.” And then he
was laughing again. Now he saw Vlad coming towards him. Felt him lifting
him up.
“Ben, you’ve got to get yourself together. Ben, you’ve got to get up.
Ben….Oh no.” Vlad let go of him and stepped past him. Ben managed to
catch himself and avoid falling back to the ground. In the process, he put
his laughing fit behind him and turned to look at what had so suddenly
caught Vlad’s attention. As he turned, he heard them first.
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The noise was a mixture of animal and human noises. He could hear
yelling and barking and the sounds of feet and paws coming closer. As he
turned, he saw that they had just come around the corner and he forgot
any hunger or thirst he had felt as total and complete terror gripped him.
Adrenaline flooded his nervous system and he realized that flight was the
only option his body was giving him. He turned and ran. He could see that
Vlad had had the same reaction as his back moved away ahead of him.
Both men were running.
They were not alone anymore.
The narrow streets, Ben’s laughter, and their own movement must have
kept them from hearing the noise of the horde behind them before. In the
brief moment he had taken to look, Ben had seen three human figures
running towards him. They were not what had sent him into a panic.
Behind the people, were what seemed to be dozens of dogs. It didn’t take
a genius to realize that the people were running from the dogs and that
when the dogs caught them, they were going to be dead. Ben followed
Vlad as he took one turn after another, from the sounds he heard behind
him, he could tell that the mass behind him was also following. Vlad took
a left into a narrow alley, Ben followed, and then disaster. They were in a
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dead end alleyway that was no more than ten feet across with
unassailable side walls. As soon as he turned the corner, Ben saw that
Vlad was coming back towards him. He tried to turn and exit the alleyway,
but it was too late. The three people behind him nearly knocked him over
as they ran around the corner and past him. The dogs were already
blocking the exit.
Ben gripped his makeshift knife and tossed his coil of garbage cloth
rope to the ground as he backed up. He heard one woman scream as she
found the same dead end he and Vlad had encountered. A large grayish
dog bounded around the corner and Ben jabbed with his glass shard knife
towards the beast. It was hard to tell over the massive din being made by
all the animals, but he was pretty sure he had heard a loud yelping. The
dogs had stopped running as if some instinct had told them that they had
their prey cornered.
Ben risked a glance behind him and saw two women and a man. The
man was tall and black. The women were lighter and shorter. In the
moment he looked, that was all he could tell. He faced back towards the
pack of canines that was massing in front of him. They were all sizes and
shapes. He saw no collars and he felt no love from these best friends of
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man. Instead, he realized that these dogs were looking at him as their
next meal. If the dogs were anywhere near as hungry as he was, he knew
that things were about to get ugly. As he looked, he realized that the dogs
were not only as hungry as he was, they were more hungry.
Still gripping his glass dagger, he had continued backing up until he
could back up no more. Vlad was on his right, the new man on his left,
and the two women further to his left.
“We’ve got to kill some of these pooches or we are all dead meat.” The
woman’s voice was gravelly and strong. “Go home dogs. Bad dogs. Go
home you mangy curs. Get.” Ben glanced to his left and saw the woman
stepping forward towards the pack. She was thick, not fat, but solid with a
piece of cloth wrapped around her torso. As she stepped towards the
dogs, a big Dalmatian lunged forward and leapt into the air. Ben didn’t
have time to think, he was flying towards the dog knowing that if he
didn’t knock it from it’s trajectory, it would connect with this woman’s
throat and send the rest of the dogs into a bloodlust that wouldn’t end
until they were all dead.
He wasn’t sure that he would make it, but just when it seemed that he
was too late, his body hit the dog and caused it to slam against the wall to
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the side. He had made it. He hit the wall with only the dog’s body to
soften the impact. For just a moment, he felt a surge of strength and pride
and then he was covered with dogs. As he fought his way up from the
mass of teeth and claws that were upon him, he saw that the other four
were also under attack. Hoping that desperation would give him strength,
he slashed and stabbed while getting bit from all sides. The dogs were not
well organized like a wolf pack, this was a free for all. For just a moment,
he thought they might manage to beat them, then he saw the second
woman fall under the mass of fur. He tried to make it to where she had
disappeared in a sea of pets gone wild. The other three too, were trying to
reach her. It was hopeless though. There were too many dogs. When he
saw the big greyish dog knock Vlad from his feet, he realized they were
doomed.
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Book II: Union Matters
Chapter 1
The man’s brown eyes looked up at her. They were desperate, pleading,
and filled with terror. That was exactly the way she wanted it.
“Okay, Mr. By-The-Book, are you gonna play ball or do I have Jimbo let
go?” Emma never got tired of this part of her job. She looked at Jimbo and
gave him an almost imperceptible nod. Jimbo shifted his grip on H.
Nathan Price, the chief postal inspector for the State of New Jersey, just
enough so that Price could feel the gravity that was pulling at his chain
encrusted, padlocked legs. It was only about thirty pounds beyond his
usual weight, but combined with not being able to use his legs, it meant
that if Jimbo did let go, Price was destined to become a permanent
attraction at the bottom of the Ocean City pier.
The problem wasn’t with Price himself. He was a pretty nice guy and for
the most part the interactions between he and Emma had always been
very pleasant. This wasn’t about personal relationships however, this was
Union business.
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The United States Postal Service was more than just a part of the
government that got letters from here to there. The USPS had become
one of the top ten economies in the world. The USPS, by itself generated
more income than nearly all of the countries in the world. Mail was big
business and big business means big money. So of course, in a business
that was pulling in so much cash, it was only fair that the employees get a
fair amount of it. To make sure that happened, the Postal Employees
Union was willing to take some pretty drastic measures. It was what kept
postal workers from blowing each other away in one of the highest stress
business environments the world had ever seen. Sure, sometimes they
weren’t able to get the concessions they wanted, and sometimes a
disgruntled worker managed to get a semi automatic rifle past security.
That was life.
But, the Union did everything they could to make sure that those kind of
situations didn’t develop. Hence, H. Nathan Price, Chief Postal Inspector
of the State of New Jersey, found himself dangling off the end of the pier
in Ocean City while Emma outlined how he had managed to put himself in
the precarious situation he now found himself in.
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“So Price, maybe you don’t know exactly what is happening here? Let
me summarize it for you. The Union has been negotiating some very tricky
legislation that would allow certain aspects of the USPS to become
privatized. As an organization which represents nearly half a million postal
workers, our Union leaders have determined that privatization of certain
aspects of the postal service would allow workers to earn more, work less,
and overall, enjoy a higher standard of living. Key to making this all
happen, is letting those pricks at Capital Hill know that this move would
be good for the security and safety of the American people. There have
been a lot of people that spent a lot of time on this. A lot of Union money
has gone into this too.” She looked at Price, not sure if he was listening,
but seeing that he would agree to just about anything right now.
She looked up at Jimbo, “ You okay there Big Guy? You’re not going to
accidentally drop him are you?”
Jimbo just laughed. “Can I Boss?” He laughed more.
It was too much for Price. “I’ll do it. I’ll do whatever you want. I swear, I
didn’t mean to cause any problem to the Union. I’m a member for Christ
sake. Please!”
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Emma lit a cigarette. She knew it was deadly. It had killed her last
husband, may he rest in peace, but she liked smoking. Especially at times
like this, when she was working.
“But H. Nathan, what does the H stand for anyway?” She took a drag,
savoring his panic.
“Hornblower. It stands for Hornblower.” Jimbo started laughing again.
Emma wanted to laugh, but she knew it would be like taking a step
backward. She kept her game face on.
“Hornblower? Are you serious? A guy like you? A whistle blower and
your name is actually Hornblower? You can’t be serious?” She liked the
gravel sound of her voice against the deep rumble of Jimbo’s laughter.
They worked well together.
“I swear. My mother was a huge fan of C.S. Forrester. Horatio
Hornblower. I swear. Please, please, bring me up.”
“Okay, not quite yet Hornblower…I was about to tell you why the Union
is a little upset with you.” She took another drag from her Lucky Strike.
“See, we’ve gone to all this trouble to make the world a better place for
our Union members, and everything seems to be going smooth, and
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suddenly, we get word from one of our lobbyists that you have been
contacting some people on Capital Hill about a few statutes that might
have been bent by some of our largest customers, and about how you
may have suggested to lawmakers that the security of the United States
may be at risk by turning over aspects of the Postal Service to private
enterprise. We think that’s a pretty silly accusation, don’t you?”
It was windy as hell. As always, she was very appreciative of Jimbo’s
staunchness in the face of adverse weather. The waves were actually
coming up to nearly high enough to hit Price, Hornblower.
“So let me ask you again Hornblower, are you ready to play ball or
what?”
“I’ll do whatever the Union wants. I swear. I swear. Please, just get me
up out of the water.” Maybe he was feeling the waves after all. No doubt
that he was feeling the ocean spray.
“Okay, but you know Hornblower, if you don’t do like you say you will,
the Union is full of people that aren’t as sensitive as I am. I admit, that a
part of the reason I’m listening to you, is because of the personal working
relationship we’ve developed over the years. I like you, Hornblower.” She
looked at Jimbo again and nodded for him to pull him up. It was amazing
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to watch the ease with which Jimbo pulled Price onto the pier and laid
him down on the wet planks that made up the surface.
The weather was giving her a serious case of the creeps. There was a
greenish color to the sky that reminded her of hurricanes. She would be
happy to get off this dock and back to her warm little condo in Atlantic
City. The waves were actually getting bigger. A couple of them actually
made it up over the top of the eighteen foot pier. Jimbo was unlocking the
padlocks that held the chains on Hornblower Nelson Price’s legs. A huge
gust ripped her cigarette from her hand and sent it flying towards the
shore. Yeah, she would be glad to go home all right.
“Seems like the gumbo’s about to hit the fan, Boss.” Jimbo liked to use
colorful phrases. Most of the guys that worked with freight did. It was one
of many reasons why she preferred to work with them instead of the
candy ass carriers and clerks who worked inside all day.
“You can say that again. Let’s get the bejesus out of here.” The chains
were unlocked finally, it would only be a matter of a few minutes
unwinding them and then they could drop Price off at home and head
back up the coast. Unfortunately for Hornblower Nelson Price, that
sequence of events was washed away from reality as a tugboat that had
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been blown from it’s mooring, smashed into the pier, carried by a
windborne twenty foot wave.
Somehow, with an instinct that was born of working in dangerous
situations where one might get crushed for nearly his entire life, Jimbo
managed to grab Emma and leap at least ten feet, just far enough away so
that Emma saw the tug shear the top off the pier and carry wood, pilings,
and H. Nelson Price to the turbulent water below. Jimbo tossed Emma
over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes and kept moving up the pier as
Emma watched Price disappear from sight. The tugboat, wasn’t so quick
to go. Instead, it was drawn back by the water and picked up by another
wave. It came crashing towards them again, barely missing the shattered
pier.
Suddenly, it was Emma wondering if she was going to die. She didn’t
have long to think of it.
“Here it comes again, it’s coming straight at us!” Emma screamed out as
she watched the boat on a wave that seemed even larger than the last
coming towards them.
She didn’t know how he did it, but with some sort of superhuman
effort, Jimbo managed to throw her the remaining distance to the shore.
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She saw the boat about to smash the pier out from under them and then
felt herself flying through the air. She tried to get her feet under her, but
it was too much for a fifty year old woman to suddenly become an
acrobat. She landed head first on the cement and everything went
completely black.
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Chapter 2
Ever since she had been a young child, she had hated opening her eyes
and the work that the real world would then demand of her. As a little
girl, opening her eyes meant getting dressed, heading to the barn, feeding
the cows, milking the cows, and carrying the heavy milk jugs out to where
her father could load them into the truck. As a young married woman, it
had meant getting dressed and going into the kitchen to prepare
breakfast for her first husband, a farmer. As a middle aged woman, it had
meant going to the post office, sorting letters, and putting them into sacks
going to different parts of the country and the world. As an older woman,
it had gotten better, it had meant having breakfast with her third husband
and then the two of them going to various meetings where they would
represent the workers of the Postal Union or arrange ‘events’ for those
that stood in the way of the Union’s goals. Still, she hated opening her
eyes. The world of her dreams had always been the place she was
happiest. It was where she wore big hats, drank tea with pinkie fingers
out, and didn’t have to sift every word that was said in her proximity for
an underlying insincerity.
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Emma didn’t want to open her eyes. She was afraid she would still be
lying on the concrete slab at the base of the Ocean City fishing pier. She
was cold, but it didn’t feel like she was outside. She wasn’t wet. She really
didn’t want to open her eyes. As always, she knew that there wasn’t really
any choice in the matter. She took several deep breaths, prepared herself
for whatever she was about to see, counted to three and….
1, 2, 3….when she opened her eyes, she realized that she must still be
asleep. She could see nothing. It was completely dark. She lay still,
considering what her next move should be. It was dark. The air was a little
bit stale. If she were not still sleeping, where might she be? She went back
over the events that she last remembered, Price taking a swim and Jimbo
throwing her to safety. It would be nice to think it was a nightmare, but it
would also be very foolish. She knew it had been real. Okay, so where was
she now?
She moved an arm upward from where she lay prone. It felt like she was
lying on metal. She reached to her body and felt her skin. No clothes. That
was strange. How had that happened. She was obviously buried under
something. The tugboat? But why was she so dry? She reached up again
with both arms. Finding nothing above her, she attempted to roll onto her
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stomach and stand up…only as she rolled over, there was nothing below
her. She fell.
She didn’t fall very far. She landed on something that was not as hard as
the metal she had been lying on. It felt like…holy crap. It felt like a person.
Her hands frantically felt this person she had just landed on top of. She
could feel arms, a chest, it seemed to be a man. She reached down, not
feeling a need to be shy as she checked. Holy cow. It was a man alright. He
was definitely a man. She moved her hands away from his genitals and
reached up towards the face. The body was warm, she thought she felt
breathing.
“Jimbo…is that you Jimbo?” She shook the face. There was a wiry beard
on the face, Jimbo was clean shaven. For that matter, Price had been too.
“Hey, can you hear me?” She slapped the face. “Hey, you, wake up!” She
was panicking. She felt it. She stopped. Closed her eyes again. Took a deep
breath. She felt to the sides to make sure there was something there, she
didn’t want to drop again. There was what felt like a concrete floor. She
rolled of the man under her and knelt by his side. He was breathing. She
shook him again.
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“Hey, wake up. Hey!” She slapped his face again, gentler now, just
trying to wake this man up.
Finally, she heard words from him “Huh, what? Where..? What? Where
am I?” He was confused. Good, she hated being the only one that didn’t
know what was going on.
“Hey. Wake up. I don’t know where you are. I don’t know where we
are. Are you okay? Can you move?”
He was sitting up now. “Why is it so dark? Who are you?” This guy was
a real question maker. Great.
“I’m Emma. I don’t know. I just woke up and we were here. Are you
okay?”
“I think so. I feel like somebody dropped an elephant on me.” She
restrained herself from smacking him. He didn’t know she was the
elephant in question. “Emma?”
“Emma. What’s your name? Do you have any idea what we are doing
here? Do you know where we are?”
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“My name is Nick. We must be in my lab, but what are you doing here
Emma? Why are you in my lab?”
“I was sort of hoping you might tell me that Nick. Are there lights in
here?”
“Oh, the event. It must have been the event. That must explain it.” She
felt him standing up, considered standing with him, but figured it was
safer to stay where she was.
“You mean when we all got shuffled off to Buffalo? Is that the event
you mean?” Something was definitely wrong here, if she were the type of
woman that screamed when things were screwy, she might just start
screaming now.
“Shuffled off to Buffalo? I’m not sure what you mean? You mean we’re
in Buffalo?” Obviously, he wasn’t a fan of baseball..
“Yeah you numbskull, shuffled off to Buffalo, pushed out of the picture,
left to find a new gig, involuntarily relocated…you know? This big event
you just mentioned.”
“Huh…oh, yeah, funny, that’s a good term for it the Sob. It makes a
good acronym. ‘Shuffled off to Buffalo, it’s the first letter of each word.
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‘S.O.B….sob.” Emma almost laughed. She didn’t think he’d been shooting
for it, but whatever had happened had definitely been a real S.O.B. One
huge son of a bitch. She could hear him moving away from her and she
still needed information.
“Yeah, it’s a real sob story alright. A real son of a bitch, but what I
meant, Genius, was what was the event you mentioned. And just a little
by the way, but how did I get in your god damn lab.”
“Hmmm. That’s interesting….” He wasn’t going to answer.
“Look Fella, I’ve had enough of this garbage. You are going to tell me
what happened, how I got here, and why I’m not wearing any clothes…
now.”
He didn’t seem to be too bothered by what she was saying. “Yes, very
interesting…interesting indeed…hmmm”
“Are you going to answer me or not?” She was getting up now, she was
going to kick this asshole’s ass from here to next week.
“Ummm…well…yes. Okay first, the Sob was a magnetic event that
occurred when solar storms generated by sunspot activity affected the
magnetic axis of the planet, or that is my guess…”
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“You’re going to keep calling it the Sob aren’t you?” It was really all she
was able to process from what he had said. Sunspots? Solar storms?
Magnetic axis?
“It’s the only name I have for it and it’s much easier than saying
unexplainable magnetic anomaly. Second, Emma…that’s what you said
your name is, right?”
“Yes. It’s Emma. Go on, please.” She didn’t know whether to be sarcastic
or placating. She settled for impatient.
“Well, second Emma, I don’t know how you got here or what happened
to our clothes, mine are missing too you know…”
She was glad it was dark so he couldn’t see her blush as she
remembered feeling the guy up while he was unconscious. She blustered
“Okay, so where the are we and how did I get here?”
“Well, that’s the thing Emma. It seems that we aren’t in my lab at all. I
have no idea where we are or how we got here.”
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Chapter 3
A lot of women, and men for that matter, probably would have gone
into a terrible panic if they were in Emma’s situation. Of course, Emma
wasn’t that kind of person. Never mind what her mind told her should be
happening here, she was a farm girl and as such she was as practical as a
Jersey cow. She stood up, being careful to test where she stepped and not
fall off some hidden precipice. The job at hand was to find a way out of
here, a light source, or at least some answers. She was stuck in a mystery
room with the Nutty Professor and no explanation for why they should
wake up nude and confused. She found the wall with her outstretched
hand.
“Hey there Nick, maybe you go left and I will go right and we can look
for a door or light switch.”
“I think we might be best served to start from the same place then. It
would be unfortunate if the door were nearby and we searched only away
from it.”
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“You’re right Nicko. Move towards me.” She heard him start shuffling
along the wall towards her. A thud followed by Nick’s exclamation of
“Ouch!” told her that something was in the path between them.
“You okay? Can you get past it? What is it?” Maybe it was something
useful, she didn’t know, maybe not, ah, was he okay? She called again
“Nick? You okay? Say something.”
“ I think I may have found the door,” he said, breathing heavily.
Whatever he had run into must have hurt.
“Well, open it you jackass!” What was he waiting for, she wanted out of
wherever they were. She moved towards him, feeling her way slowly. She
could hear him straining at something. She was almost to him.
“I can’t seem to make this handle turn...I think it’s stuck.” He was right
in front of her now. She reached along the wall and found that he was
attempting to turn some sort of giant screw. It was like the sort of thing
you see on submarine hatches.” Emma’s first thought was that it was
exactly that.
“Hey Nickyboy, you think we might want to think about it before
opening some sort of hatch and flooding this thing?”
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He was still straining. “ I need your help Emma, push up on one of the
handles from your side.”
It might kill them, but she didn’t see another course of action in front of
her. She pushed for a moment before stopping.
“Hey, I’m guessing you are some kind of genius so you already tried this,
but have you tried pushing it the other direction? I mean, shouldn’t we be
going counterclockwise?” She heard him stop straining against the bar.
“I can’t imagine that would be the way that this hatch would be
secured,” he said. “ Nautical hatches are reverse threaded like plumbing.”
“Just play with me here Nick, just try it, maybe it’s not a nautical hatch.
Now push while I pull.”
Emma fell back and landed on the ground, again. “Ouch, that hurt…so
much for standardization of hatches huh Nick?” The handle had turned in
their direction easily. She heard a click as the lock disengaged from the
large door. She stood up again and pushed on the door in front of her. It
felt like it was made of solid metal. It opened with only the most minor of
creaking and groaning. The light was blinding after having adjusted to
complete darkness.
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“It would seem that we have found our way outside,” Nick said. This
guy had a real dry sense of humor or no personality. She figured it was
probably the latter. He had a lab after all. Professors with labs weren’t
known for their sparkling wit.
Emma chuckled. “Yes Dr. Frankenstein, it’s alive.” She didn’t care if he
got it or not, Emma’s jokes were to amuse herself.
It only took a few minutes for their eyes to adjust and tell them where
they were. Nick and Emma had just emerged from the vault of a
destroyed building. The vault stood whole in the midst of a building that
was almost completely destroyed. Emma looked at the bleached dead
buildings around her, most of them were not in nearly as much of a
shambles as the one they were in.
“I’m curious as to what such a building might have utilized an aquatic
hatch for?”
Emma turned around and looked back into the hatch as Nick voiced his
puzzlement.
The vault was filled with precious metals, gems, and bundles of world
currency.
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Chapter 4
“Well Nick, it’s not like the idea of playing Adam and Eve with you
doesn’t appeal to me, but it looks like we’ve just burst out of the
stronghold of evils root. So what I’m saying is that maybe we should think
about using some of the bags full of dough in there to cover up our
sensitive parts. Kapish?”
Shortly after coming out into the sunlight, Nick had found a stone and
started scrabbling marks on the concrete with it. She looked at the big
naked black man as he wrote complex equations in the ruins of what
looked like all that was left of their civilization. So far he had covered an
area of the floor that was at least the size of her living room back in
Atlantic City. Now he was walking back towards where he had started,
mumbling to himself, “ This can’t be right, if B is related to the auxiliary
magnetic field than C should be showing some sign of variation, or else…”
He squatted down, oblivious to her and both of their nakedness. Not to
mention to the huge horde of loot that was sitting behind them. Not that
that would do any good in this ghost town they had emerged into. It
looked like it would be up to woman to preserve any semblance of
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decency. It wasn’t that she minded seeing Nick nude, he was tall, thin, and
hung like…well…the guy was gifted in more ways than just being able to
read equations, put it like that. The real problem was that parts of her
pale skin hadn’t seen a tan since the 1970’s and she was very aware that a
sunburn wouldn’t entitle her to a day off, here, wherever here was. So,
being the practical woman that she was, she went into the vault and
found several large canvas sacks, not the most flattering design, but she
figured she could make something that might work out of them. She
dumped the currency that was in them onto the shelf she had woken up
on. No need to treat the cash like garbage, there still might be an
economy in the world.
Using a jagged rock, she managed to tear the seams enough to allow a
person to put their arms through the sides and their head through the
top. Functional, stylish, and cheap. Ha. She tried hers on, glad that she
didn’t have a mirror to model it in front of. Next she set to work to make
one for Nick. She had a feeling that he was the kind of guy that needed
someone to take care of him while he got lost in his mathematical world.
While he worked, she noted the massive scars on his forearms. She could
see all of him, there were minor scars elsewhere, but his forearms were
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almost completely made up of scar tissue. Was that from some sort of lab
accident?
“Hey, uh, not to disturb your homework Nature Boy, but I thought you
might want to put on the latest in holocaust survival fashion. I made it for
you myself.” He looked up from his work and smiled a sheepish grin. He
was handsome in a boyish sort of way.
“I guess, I should put something on. You know, I’ve been doing some
figuring based on the readings I took before the Sob and something
doesn’t add up Emma. Even if we had seen solar storms twice as intense
as the ones we had, there shouldn’t have been this much destruction. If it
had been a polar shift, there should have been more. Something isn’t
right…” He took the sack from her and pulled it over his head. It failed to
cover his nether regions. “Hmmm…maybe if I do this.”
Emma heard the rest of the seams rip out of the bag as he slid his arms
through the head hole and pulled the bag to his waist making a passable
skirt. “Look what you’ve done to my handy work, it’s ruined!” She cried
out in mock exasperation. “Seriously, Nick, did you really have to do
algebra to figure out that something is wrong? You know, didn’t you kind
of figure it out when we woke up together in a room full of money?”
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Nick was smiling in gratitude but didn’t understand the nuance of her
sarcasm. “ Sorry, I think it fits me better this way. Umm…well, of course I
knew something was wrong, but I hadn’t really considered that Maxwell’s
correction might not have taken in the true conservation of charge within
a vacuum…”
“Okay, hold it right there Nick. I appreciate what you are saying, I really
do. I mean, I think you are probably the guy to figure all this out, but don’t
you think we ought to figure out where we are, who else is here, and
where we might be able to trade our bountiful resources,” she nodded
towards the vault, “for a meal or a bottle of water? I mean, aren’t you
interested in figuring any of that out?”
“I hadn’t really thought about that…I mean, I’ve been so focused…that
is..” he stammered a bit. Embarrassed. That was good.
She let him go on for a few seconds and then interrupted him. “So, why
don’t we close the door of the vault, just in case, you know? Then, we can
have a little look around this fine city we seem to have arrived in, and
then, maybe we can get some answers…who knows Nick, there might
even be a lab somewhere around here for you? It looks like we have the
run of the place.” It takes a lot of energy to be a smarter than you smart
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ass, especially when you are dealing with a bonafide super genius. She felt
like she was pulling it off pretty good. “So what do ya say Nick?”
“You’re right Emma. You’re definitely right. What should we do now?”
He was eating from the palm of her hand. She was the undisputed leader
of a band of two.
“Well, I’m thinking we should probably figure out who this naked chick
wandering down the street towards us is first.” For some reason, the fact
that they were now clothed gave her an instant power trip as she looked
down the broken boulevard ahead of her and saw a small nude woman
staggering into the sunlight. The sun was in her eyes, so she hadn’t seen
Emma and Nick yet. Nick turned to look at the woman approaching and at
about the same time, the woman saw them.
“Oh, Thank God. Oh Thank Jesus. Thank you Jesus. Thank you Jesus.
Praise the Lord, oh I am so happy to see you.” The woman shrieked her
praise and thanks to her god as she ran towards them. She was a tiny
thing, young and pretty, but looking pretty traumatized. As she ran
towards them, she tripped on a stone and landed on one knee. It didn’t
hold her back for long. “Oh Praise Jesus that I’ve found you. There has
been some sort of a terrible accident and I don’t know what happened
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to….” Apparently, at this point, she had gotten close enough to see that
Nick and Emma weren’t dressed like rescuers. The blood from her skinned
knee dribbled down her shin. She stopped. Her voice was small. “I thought
you were the one’s Jesus is sending to rescue me.”
With that, she collapsed in the street.
Make that the undisputed leader of a band of three.
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Chapter 5
“Nick, I want you to see if you can get her to wake up. I’m going to get
her something to wear.” Emma moved towards the vault as she said it,
she was going to get the girl something to wear, but she also figured she
would close up the vault. There was no reason to lay all her cards on the
table for anyone who wandered along, the fact of the matter was, the
stuff in the vault might or might not be valuable, but it was almost certain
she would come across someone who thought it was valuable. Now that
she knew that her and Nick weren’t the only people left alive, she needed
to move into a little more of a defensive mode.
Inside the vault, she emptied another bag of currency, this one filled
with Euros, onto the shelf. There was millions of dollars worth of stuff
here, but she couldn’t see anything but the sacks that would be useful at
the moment. Unless she wanted to brain someone with a gold bar that is.
She brought the bag out and closed the door behind her. It felt good to be
in control.
“Listen Professor, I know you were doing a lot of figuring here, but I sort
of think we should move to someplace with a little more shade. This chick
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might be the greatest thing in the world, but I don’t think we should tell
her, or anyone else about that vault. It never hurts to have an ace in the
hole, know what I mean?”
Nick was kneeling next to the girl, not doing anything to help her, just
looking at her where she had crumbled in the dust. “If you say so Emma,
but I don’t think any of that is going to be very useful to us here. Maybe if
there were some chemicals in there or some instruments, I would love to
see if magnetic dipoles have realigned themselves…”
He was going to go on, but Emma felt compelled to interrupt his
technical chatterboxing. “Hey Professor Plum, I know you want to figure
out the reason all this happened, but trust me, we’ve got to figure out
some other things first, cause you know what this chick showing up tells
me?”
He didn’t answer, just looked from her to the woman on the ground.
“Her arrival tells me that there are other people here and that they are
just as confused as we are. I’m not sure exactly what that means, but
knowing people like I do, I’ve got warning bells going off like crazy in my
brain. So, look here, Big Guy, pick up Blondie there and carry her down
the road. We’ve gotta find someplace else to call home.”
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Nick put his hands under the woman’s armpits and tried to stand her
up. He was a big guy, but he wasn’t Jimbo. He didn’t have the same
strength or the know-how.
“Not like that you lug,” she was going to have to walk him through this,
hopefully the chick wouldn’t wake up. “ Slide one arm under her back and
the other one under her knees, bend your knees or you’re gonna hurt
your back. That’s it, now stand up...no, stop, don’t lift with your back
Numnuts, use your legs, they’re stronger. Perfect.” He was standing now
with the little woman in his arms.
They wouldn’t have to go far. Just a block or so. She didn’t see any
reason to tell Nick to heave the woman over his shoulder in a modified
fireman’s carry, he could do it like that. They would need to find food and
water sometime soon. For all Emma knew, this woman had passed out
from dehydration.
“Okay, follow me Big Boy.” She started walking down the street, looking
for someplace that looked inviting. Nothing did. Each building looked
more desolate than the next and most of them were boarded up. There
were a few old apartment buildings not far away that she hoped would
offer them something. She walked towards them.
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Funny how the world worked. If only her husbands could see her now.
It was like a made for television western where three strangers wake up in
a ghost town and then walk towards their unknown destiny. It was like a
bad Kevin Costner movie where no one got to wash because the future
was too dirty. It was like Roosevelt and his Rough Riders had ridden into a
workers paradise and leveled the place. The buildings she wanted to go to
didn’t seem any closer. That meant that she was moving slow or they
were further away than she had thought. She looked to either side of the
road they were on. It was about forty feet wide and empty of anything.
Some crumbled material from the buildings on either side was all that
there was. A real ghost town.
On the right side was a boarded up storefront. She walked towards it
hoping there might be a way inside. She looked back down the road from
where they had come from. The vault couldn’t be seen from here. That
was good. The massive wooden slats came away easily, more rotten than
solid. With a combination of kicking and pulling, she managed to clear an
entrance that was big enough for them to get through. Inside was
nothing. A big empty room that stretched off into the darkness.
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“Lay her down there Nick. Let’s try to wake her now.” It was easier than
waking Nick. As soon as she was on the floor, the woman’s blue eyes
popped open.
“I knew Jesus would send someone to save me. I just knew it.”
Yup. She was awake.
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Chapter 6

Emma looked out the door to the barren cityscape surrounding them.
She could see skyscrapers in the distance that had seemingly been broken
off midway like toys of a child with anger management issues. She could
see row after row of burned out concrete buildings. Some boarded up,
some simply baring fire scarred faces to a bright daylight. She had no idea
what time it was. It had been hours, how many she had no idea, since she
had awoken in the dark vault. The day had unfolded without a thought as
to what time it was or how much time had passed. The sky was blue and
the shadows were long, the day was winding down. And now she had to
deal with Little Miss Jesus Love’s Me.
She turned from the door to where Nick was helping the woman to sit
up. Her pretty blue eyes were joyous behind big fluttery eyelashes. She
was looking at Nick as she said “Thank you for helping me, Sir, but I think I
will be alright now. Oh, praise the Lord, everything is going to be alright
now, I think we should pray…”
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This had to stop right now. This was the kind of thing Emma refused to
put up with.
“Listen Sister, I don’t know what you think is going on, but you seem to
be a little addled. Why don’t you toss your sweet little tits and ass into
this flour sack and we can compare notes. You can pray later. Got it?” The
woman’s eyes turned and flashed at Emma.
“Well, I’ve never…the nerve of you...why …” She seemed to be looking
for just the right words to express her outrage. Emma let her sputter for
all of about two seconds before cutting her off.
“Look, I’ve never either, but we find ourselves in a little bit of a mess
here and there really isn’t any time to waste. I don’t know what the hell is
going on, but we certainly don’t have the time to sit around a campfire
singing Kumbayya and talking about Jesus. What’s your name, Girly? Do
you remember?” Emma knew that she had to establish dominance right
away. She also knew that the best way to do that was to fire out a lot of
questions and keep this chick on the defensive while they got to know
each other.
“My name is Ann. Anne Hastings. I really think you don’t have any right
to be talking to me this ….” Again Emma cut her off.
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“Listen Anne Hastings. What you think at this point doesn’t matter to
me? Got it? Do you understand?” Anne stared at her defiantly for a
moment and then nodded curtly. Emma saw that Nick was thinking about
voicing some defense towards the little thing and decided to head him off
before he began to speak.
“Nick,” she looked at him intently “What city are we in? Where are we?
Do you know? Where were you when you last knew where you were at?”
Perfect, he was sidetracked from his noble intentions by the questions she
drilled at him.
He stood up and one hand went to the back of his neck it what was
probably a reflexive motion he made whenever he was thinking. “This
morning, I went to work at my lab. Since my lab is in Glasgow, I can only
assume that the city we are in now is Glasgow. It is unrecognizable. The
city I see is not the city I saw. The only logical supposition is that we are in
Glasgow.”
Despite herself, Emma knew that shock showed on her face “Glasgow?
As in Glasgow Scotland? You’ve got to be kidding me Nick. Right? I mean
you expect me to believe I’m in Scotland? The last I knew I was at the
Jersey Shore and I seriously doubt I would have forgotten a transatlantic
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flight. Oh great, Jesus Christ on a god damn crutch…you’re on the drugs
aren’t you Nick?” What had she been thinking, what was she doing…
Anne broke the silence that followed. “Well, isn’t this just great? No
time for prayer but plenty of time to use the Lord’s name in vain? Listen
to me Lady, whatever your name is, you rude old thing. I don’t suppose it
occurred to you that maybe the Lord is the only one that really knows
what is happening here. You can cuss at me all you want, but you won’t
change the fact that I know what I know. I know that I was at work in
Lincoln, Nebraska when Judgment Day arrived.”
Emma and Nick looked at Anne as she spoke and then at each other
when she said the words Lincoln, Nebraska. At the words Judgment Day,
they looked back at Ann. Emma’s outburst was forgotten as she looked
curiously at Anne and asked “Well, Girly, where do you think we are now?
Are we still in Lincoln?” Nick and Emma both waited to hear what the girl
would answer.
“Of course not. The Lord is not going to judge souls in Nebraska. Right
now, we are in Purgatory and we better find the friends of Jesus if we
don’t want to end up in Hell.”
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Emma turned away and looked outside where the shadows were getting
longer and the light less intense. She had never been a religious woman
and she wasn’t about to become one now. Sure, these circumstances
were weird enough to make her want to believe anything, but she was a
tiger that had worn the stripes of an agnostic for too long. She was a
lifelong Catholic that showed respect and devotion to the Church because
it was an important human institution. She had never bought into the talk
of Divine and she wasn’t about to now.
“Purgatory is as good a name for this city as any other,” she said,
reclaiming her composure. “My name is Emma and this is Nick. As you
may have noticed, we don’t know each other very well. As far as we knew,
there was no one else here except the two of us until you showed up. We
both woke up here several hours ago. Can you tell us where you woke up?
Did you see any water or food? Have you seen any other people Ann?”
This was how she should have questioned the girl in the first place. She
was more rattled than she had imagined it was possible for her to be.
Anne looked around, looked at the people in front of her. For the
moment she decided to leave religious connotations aside and answer the
questions put in front of her. “Like I said….Emma…I was at work in

95

AUTHOR NAME

Lincoln. It was a slow night at the restaurant and I was having a cigarette
with the cooks in the back alley. The weather was horrible. Suddenly
lightning started hitting all around us. It was like the end of the world. I
closed my eyes and dropped to my knees to pray and ask forgiveness of
Jesus. Next I knew, I awoke in a room like this but it was on the third floor.
I kicked the boards out of a window and managed to climb down to the
ground. After that I prayed more. I’ve been walking the streets, praying,
and knowing that Jesus would send someone to help me. It seemed like a
long time, but then, I saw the two of you. And the rest you know…”
Nick spoke before Emma this time. “But did you see anyone else? Did
you see water? Or food? Did you see anything?” His voice was becoming
raspy. They would need to find water soon.
Anne looked troubled for a moment. “I think, I think I did see a park and
there might have been water…I wasn’t thinking too clearly when I first got
out of the building I was in…I just wanted to get away from it, but I do
think…”
Emma stepped in again. “Well, like I said, here are some clothes I made
for you. It’s the best we have. Better put them on before we try to find
this park you saw, you’ve already gotten enough sun for one day.” The
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girl’s skin was a bright pink with sunburn. It would hurt later. Now was the
time to move.
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Chapter 7

Anne was actually pretty useless when it came to retracing her path.
Even after they led her back to where Emma had first seen her, she
insisted that she had come from the direction opposite of that she had
actually come from. Emma decided that the best course of action would
be to simply go in the direction the girl had first come from. There had to
be something there, after all. She was thirsty. She knew, because there
was little talk among them that the other two must also be suffering from
a lack of liquid. They had walked a mile through a nondescript forest of
concrete buildings before Anne volunteered some useful information.
“When I was a Girl Scout, we used to take hikes. One time on the trail
in the Grand Canyon, an old Indian that was guiding us told us that rather
than drinking water all day, a good way to keep your mouth and throat
wet was to put a small pebble in your mouth. I’m going to try it.” She
stopped and reached down into the dirt to grab a pebble from the road.
“Did you ever think Purgatory would be such a thirsty place?” Emma
couldn’t help baiting the girl. A Jesus loving girl scout from Nebraska.
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None the less, she reached for a pebble too, anything would be better
than this feeling of cotton mouth she had been stuck with. The pebble she
grabbed was about half the size of a marble. She plopped it into her
mouth hoping it wasn’t some kind of poison, but really, would death be
worse than this? As she started to stand up, she saw green off to the
right. A narrow alleyway led to something that wasn’t the same drab dust
color of everything else in Purgatory.
“Look, I think we may have found your park Ann.” She started walking
down the tiny alley way.
Anne protested behind her, “I don’t think that was what I saw…”
Emma cut her off “Does it matter? There might be water…” She had
been watching for fire hydrants or manhole covers. There were none.
There were no drains in the streets. She had seen no bathrooms, no
spigots, and not much of anything else beside the dead gray buildings. To
actually see something that might be alive. To see what might be a park,
or water….well...she didn’t really care if it were the same park Anne had
seen.
The alleyway was not too long and as she reached the end she was
nearly running. It was definitely a park, or a forest, or a jungle or
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something. There were trees and beyond the thick trunks she could see
the glisten of water. She was going to jump in. She had always thought
that it was a silly thing in movies when thirsty people jumped into water
before stopping to drink any. Now she just knew she wanted as much of
that water around her as possible. Suddenly, Nick was running past her
and towards the water with probably about the same idea. She had never
expected to be so happy to see water before. Nick was fast and easily
made it into the grove of trees before she did. She would be there soon
enough…
He disappeared from sight for a moment, but then was coming back,
motioning her to turn. She kept going forward. As she reached the edge of
the tree line, he met her coming the other way.
“Go!” he shouted “Run! Go!” She tried to see what he was running from,
couldn’t see anything and decided to continue to the water. He was
delirious. So was she, nearly…she needed water. She kept running
towards the sparkle of the lake beyond the trees. By the time she saw the
woman on the shore, it was too late.
Definitely it was too late for the woman whose bloody corpse was being
torn limb from limb by a motley pack of mangy looking dogs.
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Unfortunately, it was also too late to get away from the dogs without
being noticed. They had heard Nick’s shouts and turned to find Emma
crashing through the brush. Too late to get away from the animals, Emma
turned and ran. Nick and Anne were ahead of her. The canines barked and
bayed but for the most part they were enjoying the chase. Occasionally,
one would come in to nip at her heels or leap against her fleeing back. If
they had been hungry, she would have been killed quickly. Thanks to the
woman on the shore, they were more interested in the hunt than the kill.
As she came around the corner Nick and Anne pelted the beasts with
rocks, but it didn’t stop them. They held back for a moment, but some of
the pack began to circle around. “We have to run,” Nick said. “We have to
get back to the vault!”
But the animals had blocked the way they had come from. They had no
choice but to run the opposite direction. Nick led the two women down
the side of the street where a sidewalk should have been. He turned and
motioned them past him as he yelled at the dogs. The dogs stopped short
but then continued. Again, Nick passed the two women and then turned
to the right. Anne and Emma followed. Ahead of them two men stood in
the street. One turned immediately and began to run, the other was
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facing the other way. He turned to see what had scared his companion
and when he saw the dogs, he began to run too.
“Follow them!” Nick said and then he turned to scream and wave his
arms at the dogs. It bought them another moment. Emma and Anne ran
after the two men ahead of them. It was the only chance they had. Turn
after turn, the men led them into narrower and narrower streets. Nick
had caught the women again and was running with them. The dogs were
becoming more aggressive and their clamor sounded all the more
bloodthirsty for their prey having grown in number. Emma rounded a
corner in time to see the second man turn left following his companion.
She and Anne followed only to come face to face with the two men and a
brick wall. It was a dead end. Nick was around the corner and Anne
screamed as she realized they could go no further and the dogs were
blocking the exit.
Emma saw that the older of the two men had some sort of weapon that
he jabbed at a grey dog with. The dogs gathered in the mouth of the dead
end alley. This was it. Emma had had enough of it all. Maybe it was all of
her frustration coming out at once, maybe it was her unquenched thirst,
or maybe it was just plain stupidity. In any event, she knew that someone
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had to do something and she leapt towards the dogs screaming “We’ve
got to kill these dogs or we are all dead meat! Go home dogs! Bad dogs.
Go home, scurvy mutts, get!” She was unconcerned what would happen
to her at this point and didn’t even see the big Dalmatian leaping at her
from the side. Before she was even aware of the dog, the older man with
the dagger was leaping to knock it from her path. It was enough to send
sense back into her skull as she watched him hit the wall and then go
down in a mass of fur and teeth. She backed up to where Nick, Ann, and
the other man were pushed against the bricks. She was surprised when
the older man managed to come back up from where the dogs had buried
him. It was a rare moment of joy that disappeared quickly as she saw
Anne crumble beneath the fury of the dog attack. As they all tried to
reach where she had disappeared, the second man was taken down by
another dog.
It seemed that they were doomed.
And so they would have been, had not help arrived at that very
moment.
At first the sounds of yelping were indistinguishable from the sounds of
attack, but soon, the dogs were forced to turn and face an unexpected
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enemy from the rear. A mass of people had begun attacking the dogs
from behind with clubs and stones. Now it was the dogs that were
trapped and they forgot about the prey they had moments before been
so intent on killing. Many of the dogs managed to escape, but not before
the dusty street was awash in dog brains and blood. Emma looked at
herself, unsure how much of the blood that covered her was hers and
how much of it had come from the dogs. While some people moved
among the dogs putting an end to them, others grasped Emma and her
companions, lifted them, and carried them away from the carnage. Before
she lost consciousness, Emma heard one of their rescuers reporting to
another, “We managed to save four of them. The fifth, we were too late
for.”
She couldn’t see the man he had reported to, but she heard his reply.
“The Bishop will be pleased, plenty of dog meat and four new recruits.
Take them all to the Cathedral, Brother.”
As hard as she tried to retain consciousness, she had lost too much
blood. As she looked up, she realized that at some point it had gotten
dark and there were a billion stars twinkling above her.
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Book III: The Believers
Chapter 1
Initially, Ben hoped that some remnant of civilization had found them
and was bringing them back to the world they had left. As soon as they
got near the Cathedral however, his hopes were dashed. The Believers
hadn’t been here any longer than he had, they had just gotten organized
quicker. The man responsible for that, was the Bishop. The Bishop had
awakened after the Sob inside a large and battered Cathedral. The
Cathedral was close to water and other essential resources. More
importantly, people of a religious mind had instinctively gathered at the
Cathedral and found the Bishop there waiting for them. In only a few
hours, he had gathered a flock of a dozen. These he sent out to find more
people to gather into his fold. By the time evening had fallen, the Bishop
had close to fifty people searching through buildings, looking for
survivors, and scouring Purgatory for resources. These were Ben’s
rescuers, these were the Believers.
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When they arrived at the Cathedral, Ben, Nick, and Anne were given
water, bandaged, and fed. Vlad was dead and Emma had lost a lot of
blood and remained unconscious. Ben, Nick, and Anne were not severely
hurt and volunteered eagerly to assist with whatever was necessary to
make survival less of a hardship. Ann, in particular, was ecstatic at being
brought back to a Cathedral. “Thank Jesus. We have been found by the
Believers. The Believers have found us who were lost. Praise be.”
The Bishop’s People embraced the name and so did Ann. The Bishop
didn’t object to it though he discouraged the use of Sob in favor of
rapture. Those who used the term Sob far outnumbered those who used
rapture though, often both words were used together as in “…after the
Sob the rapture began…”
The Bishop personally interviewed every person brought to the
Cathedral. Ben’s turn came the morning after their rescue. A young blond
man came to him early the next morning and shook him awake.
“Excuse me, Sir?” Ben had opened his eyes and the young man went on.
“The Bishop would like to talk to you sir. I believe he might need your
assistance.”
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Ben felt proud, wondering if it was his age and obvious wisdom that the
Bishop had noticed. He was anxious to meet the man he had thus far only
seen from a distance. He straightened his garbage cloth and was led a
back room in the Cathedral where the Bishop was waiting. He was an
uncommonly tall man with sandy hair that was going grey on the sides.
Ben figured him to be in his forties, but it was hard to tell.
“Good Morning, Brother. I am the Bishop. I wonder if you might take a
walk with me. I think you can help me with something.”
Ben nodded and followed the man. He wasn’t religious, never had been.
He wasn’t sure if he was supposed to call the man Holiness or Father so
instead he just decided to call him Sir.
“I want to thank you Sir, for organizing things so fast. If you hadn’t of
sent out that party, those dogs would probably of killed us all.” Ben
figured appreciation was probably a good way to start. “If I can help with
anything, I will be glad to do it. Um, my name is Ben.” Somewhat
awkwardly, Ben stuck out his hand, not sure if it was the right move or
not.
The Bishop took his proffered hand with both of his own and said
warmly. “Thank you Ben. I’m glad to hear it. We’ve got a big job ahead of
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us and a lot of people that are going to need our help. I need to know that
people are willing to help. Things are going to get a lot worse before they
get better, you can count on that. Come, I want to show you where the
Lord had the mercy to place us.”
Ben followed the Bishop outside. The Bishop made a sweeping gesture
towards the bleak city that surrounded them. “This is an unnatural place
Ben. Have you seen that it is made to look like God’s earth, but that it is
not?” Ben looked at him a bit curiously.
“The search parties I have sent out, tell me that they have not found a
single sign of humanity in any of the buildings or on any of the streets.
There is nothing here Ben. What does that make you think?” Ben was
shocked to hear this, he could hardly believe it.
He could not grasp it. “Well, there must be something, I mean, look at
all these buildings, there is obviously something…”
The Bishop smiled. “Or what Ben? Or why would the people have built
them? No one has ever lived in these buildings Ben. People, did not build
them.I tell you, this entire city is nothing but a movie set of the grandest
kind. It is a device of the enemy designed to make us feel that we can

cviii

The Hu Factor by Vago C. Damitio

continue on the same way that we have been living. It is all a trap. Do you
understand?”
Ben didn’t understand. “Enemy? I don’t know what happened, I don’t
know who the enemy is. I don’t think I understand.”
The Bishop looked at him intently and then turned. He didn’t know why.
“Come, Ben. I want to show you how the Lord has graced his children.”
The Bishop was walking around the corner of the Cathedral. Ben could see
search parties forming up in the street. He could smell the smoke from
fires where dog meat was being roasted and skins were being dried. He
followed the Bishop around the corner. The Cathedral was not completely
intact, parts of the roof were gone and there were gaping holes in the
walls at places, but for the most part, it was in better shape than any
other buildings Ben had seen. It still had shards of stained glass in some of
the windows presumably depicting scenes from the lives of the Saints.
As he came around the corner, Ben saw, for the first time what the
Bishop meant by Grace. Behind the Cathedral stretched a parkland filled
with trees and a good sized lake. A flock of small birds flitted from the top
of one tree to another. The elegance of their coordinated flight making
the mass of them seem like a single entity.
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“God had given us this Garden Ben. We are not going to let evil into it.
Not this time. We will not be expelled. We will need to prove that we
have become worthy.”
The Bishop again looked at him, the intensity of his gaze caused Ben
some easiness.
“I will need your help soon, Brother Ben.”
Ben didn’t suspect that he didn’t have a choice in the matter.
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Chapter 2

The Bishop’s interviews were more of an assessment than anyone
suspected. After the Bishop dismissed him, Ben went back inside to check
on the people he had been rescued with. Before the attack and rescue
they were strangers, but now there was a bond between them that had
grown of having survived together.
Nick, the scientist, was towards the front of the Cathedral where a
group of women were tearing garbage cloth, called sack cloth here, into
strips and were weaving it into ropes. Ben walked up to him and heard
the end of what sounded like a confused conversation.
“…but I don’t understand, aren’t you curious at all what he wants to do
with the rope?” Nick was talking to a plain looking woman who continued
working while she spoke to him.
“I don’t need to know. I know he is a good man that is trying to make
things better for all of us. He said we should make rope and I’m sure he
has a good reason for that. If he has to explain all of his reasons to
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everyone, he wouldn’t have time to get anything done. I have faith in the
Bishop and so should you. He saved your life, after all. He is saving all of
our lives…”
Nick looked frustrated. “ I understand that, I am grateful, but don’t you
want to know what he has in mind? Don’t you want to know how all of
this happened?”
At this the woman stopped and looked at him in exasperation. “He has
already told us how this happened. God has brought us here for the final
battle and we have to prepare for it. The Rapture has begun. Now, I have
work to do…I suggest you find work to do as well.” She went back to her
work.
Ben laid his hand on Nick’s shoulder to get the man’s attention. Nick
turned and saw him. He looked like he wanted to say more to the woman
who was now doing her best to ignore him, but he stopped when Ben
shook his head and then indicated that they should move away.
Ben had heard some of Nick’s theories about what had happened. They
made a lot more sense than anything the Bishop or his people seemed to
believe, but after his interview with the Bishop, he felt like he should warn
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his new friend about speaking his views openly. Nick followed him over to
a vacant portion of the big building.
Ben looked at Nick’s scarred arms, now covered with fresh scabs and
wounds from the dogs. Briefly, he wondered how the scars had gotten
there before he began to speak.
“Nick, have you had a chance to meet with the Bishop yet?” Ben didn’t
think he had, but he wasn’t sure. Nick shook his head no.
“Good, listen, I know this might seem odd to you, but you are a scientist
right?” Nick nodded yes this time. “Okay, so you know what happened to
Copernicus and Galileo right?”
This was clearly within the realm of Nick’s knowledge. He began to
speak enthusiastically, “Of course, they were responsible for correcting
misconceptions about man’s place in the Universe, they were expanded
upon, corrected, and utilized to create a solid understanding of the role of
science, they were exonerated by history and science…”
Ben interrupted him “Well, that’s the thing Nick. Their views were
eventually accepted, but along the way, well, let’s just say that they both
got the shaft for having views that didn’t line up with that of the Church.

113

AUTHOR NAME

The reason I am saying this is because, well, it’s because, even though I
think your views make a lot of sense and that you are probably thinking
about things the right way…I think…that is, I just spoke with the Bishop
and I think you might want to keep all of your views to yourself on this
one. I mean, actually, ummm, these people don’t want to hear about
science Nick and I think if you try to tell them about it, you might get the
shaft just like Copernicus.”
Nick was looking at him with disbelief. “Ben, don’t be ridiculous, we
aren’t living in the dark ages anymore. The Bishop may be a man of faith,
but certainly he understands science is not something that can be
argued…”
Ben grabbed him by the scarred arms. “Listen to me. There is no arguing
with the Bishop. Did you hear that woman you were talking to? He tells
them what has happened and what to do. Just be smart about this Nick,
keep your mouth shut about the Sob.”
Nick shook his arms loose. “Ben. I come from a primitive society. When I
was a young boy in Senegal, my grandfather was told by a witch that I had
been possessed by malignant spirits. He and other villagers, including my
parents, stood around while the witch held my arms over a fire. Do you
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know what my crime was?” Ben looked down to the scarred arms he was
still holding and let go. “My crime was that I had asked the witch why he
used gunpowder to create smoke and flash during rituals. I wasn’t
supposed to have seen him preparing his packets. For this, the witch
condemned me to be burned. It was at this point that I left my village and
dedicated myself to learning the truth. I will not pretend to believe lies
Ben.”
Ben nodded. He had wondered about the scars. He needed to convince
Nick of the danger however. “Nick, just trust me, I think the Bishop may
be a little like your witch. Please just keep your ideas to yourself and
when the time is right, we will get out of here.”
Nick shook his head and pointed to where Emma was lying. “We can’t
leave until she has gotten stronger. I won’t leave her. She needs our
help.” Ben nodded. He remembered hearing the raspy cussing of the
wounded woman in the alleyway. He felt the same way as Nick.
Somehow, having saved her from the dog had made him feel responsible
for her too.
Through the day and into the evening, Ben and Nick sat with Emma.
There was not much they could do beyond periodically putting water in
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the woman’s mouth in an attempt to re-hydrate her. Ann, the other
woman that had been with them joined them from time to time and
shared news of what she had learned.
“I spoke with the Bishop and he told me that he saw the Sob coming in a
dream. When he saw the storm creating an uncommon aurora borealis,
he recognized it as a sign to gather his flock in a shelter they had
prepared. God speaks through him, it is a miracle that our Lord has
provided us with this prophet to lead us to Salvation.” Despite the
outbursts of religious devotion, Ben found Anne to be a pleasant and
endearing girl.
“Did he tell you how he got here Ann? Did his people come with him?”
She shook her head no. “Um-um. He said that he has not yet found his
flock from Idaho. He thinks that God may have already admitted his
people to heaven and sent him here for a greater purpose. I think he is
right. I tell you, I prayed to Jesus for help and he brought me the help I
needed. He is a great man!”
Emma stirred and finally seemed to be finding a little bit of
consciousness. “Water. I need some water. Please…someone, get me
some god damn water.”
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Nick quickly moved to her side and poured water from the knotted
stomach of a dog into the woman’s mouth. Ben watched, relieved that
she was showing signs of recovery.
“That’s one handy trick with the dog stomachs,” he said. “Did you pick
that up in Senegal?”
Nick laughed. “No, this I learned from drunken shepherd at a pub in
Scotland. He didn’t use dogs of course, just sheep.”
Emma was either not bothered by the gruesome utensil or was still too
out of it to understand what it was she was drinking from. She drank
thirstily and fell back asleep.
“If she is going to start befouling the Lord’s name again, we better keep
her away from the Bishop.” Anne was trying to help. “He doesn’t have any
tolerance for the sort of blasphemy she was spouting yesterday. I heard
that he might expel those who refuse to believe that the Lord brought us
here for a purpose.” She looked at Ben and Nick, “You two may want to
think about that too.”
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Nick’s big eyes met those of Ben. Both men were hopeful that they
would be able to leave before it came to that. With Emma awake, they
were that much closer to leaving.
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Chapter 3
On the second day amongst the Believers, Ben was again summoned to
an additional audience with the Bishop. This time, he was not alone. A
half dozen dozen men had also been summoned, among them Nick. The
Bishop was not in the room when they arrived. The young blond man who
had woke Ben the day before came into the room. His name was Richard
and he seemed to function as the Bishop’s right hand man.
“Thank you for coming Gentlemen,” Richard said. “Please be seated,
the Bishop has important work for all of you to attend to.” Some of the
men sat on the stone floor, but others remained standing. Ben noticed an
Asian man standing in the back with his arms folded. He didn’t look
happy. “Please, Haruka. Have a seat and relax. You will be pleased with
this. I promise.” Richard smiled and motioned at the man and he
grudgingly sat down with the others. The rest followed suit. Richard
stepped through a garbage cloth curtain that had been placed over the
doorway and disappeared.
Ben looked at Nick and raised his eyebrows. Nick shook his head, he
didn’t know what this was about either. Then the Bishop appeared.
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“Brothers. Thank you for coming.” From the floor, the Bishop’s height
was even more commanding. “I have a special problem that I need your
assistance with. I believe you are the men who can help me.”
“I think maybe you should ask your God for help, why would you need
help from an Unbeliever like me?” This came from Haruka, the man in the
back. He was squatting, but not really sitting with his arms still crossed.
From his words, Ben guessed that Haruka’s interaction with the Bishop
had not been as friendly as his own.
“Please, Brother Haruka, hear me out. I have talked with all of you and I
find that you men in this room, well, how can I say this? I think you are
much more practical and clever than most of the rest of us. As you all
know, we are here without many of the things we need and in order to
get them, we are going to have to make them. I know that we have
differing viewpoints on what happened to get us here and even on where
we are, but I also know that if we work together, we will be able to make
life better for all of us. Isn’t this true?”
The men around Ben muttered in agreement. Even Haruka didn’t seem
to want to argue with the Bishop about this.
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The Bishop continued. “I realize that not all of us have the same beliefs.
I know that some of you don’t believe in God…”
“Your God, I believe in my God…” Haruka's voice was strong. He was a
young man, like Richard, probably in his early twenties.
The Bishop reddened a bit, but kept himself under control. “Yes, I realize
that some of you believe in different gods. I still think we need to help one
another. This is the only civilization we have right now…everyone here
needs your help. We have women and injured, please, just listen to me
and then you can make up your own mind if you choose not to help out
those who are not as strong or able as you.”
Ben could feel the manipulation, but he didn’t feel like he had a choice.
For now, the Bishop was right. This was all they had.
“Our search parties have found little in the way of supplies or materials.
The main materials we are able to find are stone, brick, glass, and this
cloth that many of you are calling garbage cloth although I think since we
have to wear it and it is a gift, perhaps we should call it something else,
such as mana cloth…” The term garbage cloth had become nearly
universal. The cloth was all the same except for that which made up the
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clothes of Nick, Ann, and Emma. When asked about it, Nick had said that
Emma found it in the building they had woke in.
“In any event, there are things that we need. We have harvested as
many clubs from the trees as we are able and we need better ways to
defend ourselves from dogs and other predators. We need to develop
wheels and tools. We need to develop better means to hunt. And, we
need to protect those who are not as strong as we are. It is to develop
these things that I have asked you here and I am asking you to put your
ingenuity and your strength to use for the betterment of us all.”
None of them argued. There was no way that they could.
“I would like you men to focus on creating the things we need. Please
work together and solve the problems that plague us. We need you
Brothers. All of you.”
Ben was amazed by the amount invention that emerged over the next
several hours. Ben showed the men how he had made his dagger, another
man in the group, Adam improved upon this to create hand axes and
adzes, Nick developed a method for winding garbage cloth around rounds
of wood in tight rolls to make wheels and tires. Adam’s tools also proved
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capable of drilling holes in the center. It was Ben who put together the
first wheelbarrow.
Haruka created a hunting bolo using rope and stones. The Bishop
visited frequently and took their prototypes so that others could replicate
them. A Syrian man named Abdullah created the first bullwhip and
demonstrated it to the Bishop. The Bishop was delighted. They were all on
an inventor’s high and blinded to what was going on around them. After
darkness fell, the Bishop called them together again.
“Brothers, I am in your debt. I want you to know how we have grown
this day. I want you to know that your inventiveness has helped make it
possible for us to prosper. As you know, we have discovered game other
than dogs. Some of the Believers are going to plant gardens. Abdullah has
not only given us the whip, but shown us improvements in ways to fish
that make our survival here more assured than ever. While you have
labored in creation, our numbers have swelled into the hundreds! We
have begun making plans to house people in neighboring buildings.
Things are glorious for us Brothers. We owe you much. We owe God
much. Please join me in prayer as we thank God for his mercy and help.”
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Most of the men bowed their heads. Some of them were Believers, but
most of this group were atheists, agnostics, or of a religion other than the
Bishops though a few of them had converted to the Bishop’s way of
thinking though.
The Bishop bowed his head, eyes closed, and began to pray out loud.
“Lord, Father, Merciful God. We thank you for bringing we Believers
together in this land we call Purgatory so that we might prepare for battle
against the minions of Darkness. We have tried, oh Father, to bring all
forces of light to your side. Please Father, assist these men through the
trials that await them and help them to see the Truth in your light that has
been sent down before them. We long for them to denounce the forces of
darkness they worship and join us in Believing that You have placed us
here for a reason.”
Ben’s head snapped up at the words. Simultaneously, he could see the
men who had been converted standing up and moving outside.
“We thank you for providing us with their labor, oh Father and beg you
to show them the wonderful light of Jesus and the Holy Spirit. Amen.”
The Bishop was smiling at them. “We feel that you have had enough
time to see the truth but that you have chosen not too. You men have
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shown that you are creative and that you are potentially dangerous to our
community of Believers. Your comrades who have chosen to see the light
and become a part of us, they are free and no longer among you. As for
you, I pray that you will be redeemed in the work heaven has selected you
for.”
The Bishop left the room. Most of them followed him outside
demanding answers. They were all quickly surrounded by True Believers
armed with knives, spears, bullwhips, and bolos. The purpose of the ropes
the women had been making became apparent as Ben and the other nonbelievers were tied and placed under guard within the cathedral.
Apparently, the Lord had selected them be slaves.
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Chapter 4

Several of the men had resisted being tied and were subsequently
brutally beaten before being tied up. One of them was Haruka. All of
them had been herded into the small room the Bishop had been talking
with them in prior to springing his surprise of servitude. There was only
one exit, outside of it the Bishop’s men stood ready to brain them with
sticks and stones. Judging from the beating they had given Haruka, they
were not afraid of breaking any bones.
All of them had their hands tied behind them with the garbage cloth
ropes. There was little they could do to resist what was happening. Ben
was sitting with Nick on one side of him and Haruka on the other. The
Believers had not gagged them and he felt free to speak. He could hardly
believe the rapidness with which the Bishop had robbed them of their
innovations and then used them to his advantage. He felt like a fool for
not having left while he still could. Emma would not benefit from his
presence now, and neither would he.
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He was determined not to lose hope. If he had to pretend that things
were fine, he would do so, but he was not going to allow the despair he
felt creeping into his consciousness to gain a foothold.
“Well, it seems we no longer have to hide our opinions on what
happened Nick. I never did get a chance to ask you about how your
interview with the Bishop went.” Perhaps the best way to overcome the
sudden fear he felt was to talk as if he were a free man, in fact, as he said
it he realized that he and the others were actually free to dissent now that
they had been turned into captives.
Nick looked up at him. His nostrils were flaring as he fired back at Ben,
“If this is some kind of I told you so, fine. You told me. I didn’t listen. I see
now that you were right. Okay? You were right. Is that what you wanted
to hear?”
Ben saw how his question may have been taken for derision. “No,
definitely not. This is not the time for that kind of thing Nick. I’m not
looking for some kind of come-uppance. Seriously, I just think it might be
important to start comparing notes on what this guy has said to each of
us. Not to mention, we should maybe consider comparing notes about the
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Sob too. These people are totally convinced that this is an act of God and I
am certain it was not.”
Nick’s features softened as he realized that Ben was telling the truth.
“I’m sorry Ben. I feel like I have been completely taken advantage of. It’s
definitely not the first time in my life that I have believed in the wisdom of
authority and had the reality put me in a compromised position, but I
really wasn’t expecting this. Not after the conversation I had with him.”
At this point, Ben noticed that several of the other men were listening
to their conversation. Internally, he reminded himself to remain calm and
to project a feeling of hope. He needed to affirm that the Bishop was
wrong. The way he saw it, there were two choices in front of them all: join
the Believers or not. He recognized that it was in his interest to have these
men choose the not. They might be captives, but the more of them there
were, the harder it would be for the Believers to control them.
“Nick, I need you to tell me what your conversation with the Bishop
consisted of. Just take it slow, start at the beginning and keep your voice a
little bit low. They don’t need to know what we are talking about out
there.” He jerked his head in the direction of the curtain that separated
them from the Believers.
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Nick nodded and began. “Okay, I know now that I should have listened
to you Ben. At the time however, I felt like the Bishop was listening to me
with an open mind. He asked me to take a walk with him, just like he did
with most of us. While we walked, he asked me why I thought we were
here. I told him that I wasn’t sure why we were here but that I thought I
might know what the Sob was. I explained that prior to the Sob, I had
been studying the effects of electromagnetic storms generated by the sun
on the polarity of the planet. I told him about the research I was doing in
Scotland and how I felt pretty sure that what happened was what is called
a polar shift. In a polar shift, the polarity of a planet actually reverses
itself, no one is actually sure how it happens, but research has shown that
it occurs about every 22,000 years.”
Ben thought he understood, but needed to clarify something. “So what
do storms on the sun have to do with polar shift and what exactly is a
polar shift, I mean, what does it do, would it cause storms like the Sob?”
Nick nodded. “It is all about the storms. On the sun are what laypeople
call sun spots. Sun spots exist in pairs. They are gigantic, much bigger than
our entire planet. These spots circle around each other in cycles. No one is
exactly sure what they are or why they do what they do, but the result is
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that they create gigantic electromagnetic fields that pummel everything in
their path, including our planet. Usually, this isn’t a problem as our
atmosphere and the radiation between us and the sun manage to keep
the effects within a relatively stable range. Every 22,000 years or so, the
sun erupts in a multitude of sunspots. Hundreds of them more than have
existed throughout our history. The result is a massive series of solar
flares that affect everything within range for hundreds of light years in
distance. To answer your question, it is these solar flares which batter the
magnetic field of Earth with the net result that North becomes South and
South becomes North. The poles actually reverse.”
Ben nodded. “Okay, I think I am following, but aside from making
navigation a little tricky, how does this affect the planet? Why would this
have done what we all saw the Sob do?”
Nick looked a little frustrated at Ben’s ignorance, but he seemed to
have forgotten that he was tied up in his enthusiasm to share his
knowledge. “Think about it Ben. Nobody really knows what magnetism or
even electricity are. The best way to explain it might be to say that
magnetism is like a reverse wind. Depending on the polarity of the
magnet, it either blows or sucks.”

cxxx

The Hu Factor by Vago C. Damitio

Adam’s voice came up from across the room. “This blows and sucks!”
All of the men laughed. They were listening. What might have been a dry
lecture a few days ago in the real world was now a lesson in life changing
science.
“Okay, so this is really simple.” Nick knew he was talking to the entire
room. “You guys have been in a stiff wind before right? The kind of wind
that you have to lean into in order to keep from getting knocked down.”
There were nods all around. “ Okay, imagine that you spent 22,000 years
bracing into a wind that only blew in one direction. You’d start to feel
pretty used to moving around leaning forward, right? Now imagine that
before you could blink, the wind changed one hundred and eighty degrees
and was blowing just as strong but the opposite direction, what do you
think would happen to you?”
Adam’s voice again. “You’d probably do a face plant and eat some
gravel.” Everyone murmured in agreement.
Nick drove his point home. “That’s what happened to our planet a
couple of days ago. It did a faceplant when the magnetic wind suddenly
shifted directions. That’s why the everything went crazy.”
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Adam wasn’t completely satisfied. “So how did we get here? And where
are we exactly?”
Nick shook his head. “That I don’t know. Science did not prepare me for
that question. In any event,” he looked at Ben again, “that is what I told
the Bishop. He seemed enthusiastic to find answers. He asked me not to
tell anyone since he thought it might cause unnecessary worry for people.
He wanted to focus on survival and then, later, to start delving into the
how of the Sob. Or that is what he said anyway…and Ben?”
“Yeah Nick.”
“It looks like I got the shaft.”
Adam once again provided sarcastic comic relief “You’re not the only
one Pal.”
There was more laughter all around.
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Chapter 5

Not long after this, the curtain opened. It was Anne bringing them food.
Behind her, six brawny Believers stood ready with clubs in case any of
them attempted to leave the room.
“Ann, what is happening? Are people going to stand for this? Please,
you’ve got to tell us what is going on!” Ben whispered as she came in the
room.
She gave him a sour look and replied without making any attempt at a
covert voice. “The Bishop has told us what you were planning. He showed
us some of the weapons that he confiscated from you. You should all be
ashamed of yourselves. He saves you, brings you here, provides for you,
and you hatch a plot to kill him! We support and love him. He is a truly
good man.”
“So everyone is against us?” Ben felt deflated, he had hoped that there
were people defending them, that people had known what was
happening. The Bishop had engineered everything exactly the way he
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wanted it. While they worked, he put all of the pieces into play. They were
isolated.
She laughed. “Oh no, not everyone. I’m sure you’ll be getting some new
members on your chain gang soon enough.” Now she lowered her voice
so that only Ben could hear “Emma is awake and if she doesn’t start
showing the Lord some respect, I won’t be able to keep her out of harm’s
way.”
“What is he planning to do with us?” Ben asked.
At this point Richard stepped into the room. “That’s enough. Ann, leave
the food on the floor and get out.” Anne dumped a pile of charred meat
into the center of the floor and scurried away with her head down.
Richard surveyed the room “Well, look how far the mighty have fallen,”
he sneered. “You atheists, niggers, and nips are going to find out about
God’s mercy first hand, you’ll be begging for it soon enough.” Gone was
the deferential young man, replaced with a snarling bigot. He spit on the
pile of meat Anne had left behind. “We are creating the Kingdom of
Heaven and in the Kingdom, you better figure out your place.” He turned
and walked out wearing his garbage cloth like an SS uniform.
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Ben was the first to take some of the meat. He knelt down and lifted a
dog shank with his teeth. He backed up to where he had been sitting
before and dropped the meat in front of him. “There’s less disease in his
spit than in most of the women I’ve bedded down,” he said. “I’ll be
damned if I will let that punk ruin my appetite.” The mood lightened a bit.
Not all of the men followed Ben’s example. Nick did, Haruka did not. Ben
was too busy attempting to eat with no hands to notice what any of the
others did.
At some point one of their guards came through with a dog stomach
filled with water and provided each of them with several mouthfuls of
water. After this, some of the men lay on the cold stone and tried to
sleep, others picked up Nick and Ben’s previous conversation where it had
left off.
“Nick,” Adam had moved closer to where Nick was. “If you were to
guess where we are or how we got here, what would you guess?”
“I can’t make a guess at all. I don’t have enough data. Nobody that I
know of has ever encountered any sort of situation like this. You have to
have a certain amount of data in order to make an educated guess
otherwise you are simply wasting your time. I don’t know of anything that
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would have transported me out of my destroyed lab to wherever we are.
In fact, my calculations suggest that nothing like this place should have
withstood the polar shift at all. This is beyond what the data suggests…”
Ben listened interestedly, considering mentioning the vehicle and
people he had seen from the rubble of his print shop. So far, he had only
told Vlad what he had seen and Vlad wasn’t telling anyone else. He had
considered telling the Bishop, but in hearing the survival stories of many
of the Believers, he noted that none of them mentioned having been
rescued. It was simply a scenario of the end of the world and then they
woke up here with no interactions in between. Maybe now was the time
for him to share what he had seen.
Before he could speak, Haruka did. “And what does the data say about
the people that pulled me out of the Pacific Ocean?” Ben caught his
breath…had Haruka seen them too?
“What people?” Nick was trying to get the whole story. “Who pulled you
out of the ocean?”
Haruka sighed in exasperation. “Here we go again. Well, I’ll tell you one
thing, it sure wasn’t the angels of God like the Bishop tried to tell me. Like
I told him, I came up from a dive and there was this big UFO looking thing
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hovering over me. It shot out some kind of a net and brought me up to
some sort of cargo bay where there were these three big guys. One of em
stuck a needle in me as soon as I got up there and the next thing I know, I
was waking up in the basement of some building a few blocks from here.
I’m pretty certain angels don’t need to sedate anyone with needles.”
Ben leaned forward so he could see Haruka. No one else said anything
for a few moments and then someone, Ben wasn’t sure who, said “People
often hallucinate in trauma, it kind of sounds like a near death
experience…the people probably weren’t real.” Others in the room were
agreeing as Ben made the decision to speak.
“No. I saw them too. He wasn’t hallucinating.”
It wasn’t as if everyone believed them, since no one else had seen
anything similar, but it was harder to dismiss two such similar accounts.
Conversation continued for many hours into the night but no one had any
solid answers about what had happened to them and no one conceived a
plan that would allow them to escape. In order to determine either, they
would need more information.
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Chapter 6

The next morning, the Bishop put them to work in the clearing rubble
from the lobby of an apartment building across from the Cathedral. They
were isolated from most of the growing community of the Believers and
they had no contact with newcomers who found or were found by the
Believers.
Ben and the other men had been inventing the tools of their indenture
and the Bishop had been preparing his loyal flock to seize total power in
order to exercise his will. Now, he lifted a stone block from the ground
and placed it in the wheelbarrow. Sweat was pouring off his bare skin as
he worked in the blistering sun. Around him, the other captives worked
just as hard at the same task. He was envious of the fact that Vlad had
died. Vlad had deserved to die a free man, he had spent long enough a
prisoner. He had lost enough already. For Ben however, Vlad served as a
reminder of how much could be stripped away from a human being
without depriving them of that spark of spirit that demands freedom. If
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Vlad had lived, this would have been worse for him than for anyone else.
Of that, Ben had no doubt.
“Back to work Old Man, you’ll get a break when we tell you to take
one,” the words were emphasized with the crack of a whip that was near
enough Ben’s back to remind him that he was a prisoner. “The devil’s
work is in idle hands and the Bishop is doing his best to keep the Devil at
bay.”
There was laughter from the other overseers that stood watching him
work. These were all newcomers who believed every word the Bishop and
Richard told them. Ben returned to the task at hand and looked around at
his fellow slaves. About ten more people had been thrown in with them at
first light. There were fifteen men and seven women total. They had been
coerced into labor for the glory and benefit of the Bishop and the
Believers. It was far from what he had hoped would happen after the
Believers had rescued them.
His wheelbarrow was nearly full. He signaled to an overseer who came
down to make sure he had filled it to capacity. Once he was given
approval, he began the trip back to where the Cathedral’s exterior walls
were rising and expanding. Ben had to give the Bishop credit for getting
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things done. The man knew how to organize, of course, most fascists do.
Ben gritted his teeth and pushed his burden ahead of him, thinking about
just how quickly the Bishop had moved.
He dumped the rocks into the pile that free Believers were using to
repair the Cathedral walls. The latest estimate was that their population
had reached hundreds. No one had found any children yet. The youngest
survivors were no younger than twenty.
There were people from all over the world. While one would expect that
language would be a problem, it was not as it seemed that everyone now
spoke the same language. It sounded like English to English speakers, like
Arabic to the Arabs, and like Chinese to the Chinese. The Bishop claimed
that the tower of Babel had dispelled the language of God and replaced it
with false tongues. Now they had been blessed with reconciled language
of the divine.
Ben spoke English and French before the Sob, now he could speak them
interchangeably and anyone could understand him. It still sounded like
English and French to him, but to someone who spoke Swahili, either
language sounded like Swahili. Ben figured this had been the reason he
and Vlad had been surprised at each other’s respective lack of accent.
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Poor Vlad. The dogs had ripped his belly open before help had arrived.
There was a part of Ben that was glad the man was able to miss this dark
age of horrors, but at the same time, he realized that Vlad might have
been a valuable ally and asset through all of this.
Ben pushed his now empty wheelbarrow back to the apartment
complex where they were quarrying bricks and stone. Armed Believers
stood watch along the pathway, close enough to hit him with the garbage
cloth whips or the primitive bolos but far enough that they couldn’t be
attacked themselves. It was a good system that had kept anyone from
escaping so far, but Ben knew that at some point he would get away…or
die trying.
Ben spit into the dust and began to load the wheelbarrow with stones
to protect the Believers. He had no doubt that he would be leaving soon.
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Chapter 7

It was a brutal day of work. Aside from being given water twice at the
hottest part of the day, there were no breaks. Ben was used to pacing
himself and working for long hours, but not the kind of work he was
forced to do on this day. There was no chance to speak with any of his
fellow slaves, there was no food, and the overseers became increasingly
brutal as the day went on.
Richard brought six more of the wheelbarrows at their first water break.
Ben knew some of his fellow slaves from inventing and being incarcerated
with them. These were Nick, Abdullah, Haruka, and Adam. There were
four more that had not worked with him but that had been in the same
group. Steve, Kim, Samuel, and Soc. Out of them all Ben, Adam, and
Steve were the only whites. The men who had been allowed to go free
had all been white. At least part of the reason for this division became
clear with Richard’s first racist rant.
Things became even more clear now, as Ben looked at the rest of the
captives. Of the thirteen who had been thrown into labor with them that
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morning only two were white. Ben didn’t recognize any of them from the
time he had been ‘free’ within the cathedral. He presumed that they were
all newcomers. He looked around at the overseers who stood watching
them suspiciously and was not surprised to see that they were all white
and most of them had blue eyes.
Richard and several of the ‘freed’ men who had been inventors with
them brought the new tools sometime around noon when the sun was
highest overhead. The overseers had just brought the captives together
inside one of the rooms they were clearing. As Richard walked in, Ben
decided it was time to get some answers.
“Richard,” he shouted, “What the hell is going on? You people can’t just
start some kind of fourth Reich here. Who do you think you are?”
Several of the big white guards moved in on him and seemed to be
about to throw him to the ground, but Richard motioned them away from
him. Ben tried to stand tall and proud. He would not cow before this boy.
Richard smiled. “Ben! I’m so glad to see you.” Oil oozed from the
insincerity of his words. “We’ve brought some of your fabulous
wheelbarrows. Our people have improved on your design, I’m happy to
let you know.”
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Everyone was watching.
“Ben. I understand why you might be confused. I mean, here you are, a
white man, and you are being forced to work like some kind of nigger. It
breaks my heart, it really does. That’s why, I want to explain to you
exactly what is going on.” Richard motioned to his goons and they stood
closer to Ben, each with a hand on his arm. “You see, we are in a new
world with new rules Ben. The Bishop is helping to usher in a new age of
freedom and prosperity. And the thing is…” Richard stepped closer to Ben
now. Ben tensed. “See, the thing is that the old rules don’t apply
anymore. We don’t have to honor the b.s. agreements that were made
with inferior peoples any longer.” His voice lowered “And, guess what else
Ben?”
Ben only became aware of Richards knee as it smashed into his groin.
“We don’t have to put up with any of your atheist hoohaw anymore
either. The Bishop knows who the enemy is Ben, the enemy is Satan and
his hordes of godless, white woman raping, non believing, perverts.” Ben
would have fallen to the ground if the men on either side of him hadn’t of
been holding him up. Whatever noise he might have screamed was
drowned out by the ringing in his ears and the pain in his entire body.
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Richard continued to speak, but Ben heard nothing more for several
minutes.
Ben was aware that Richard was yelling at the other prisoners, but not
of what he was saying. He saw Nick step towards him, only to be hit in the
face with a whip. He saw Haruka being held against the wall and Adam
being punched in the face. His own pain became bearable as he was
allowed to crumble to the floor. Richard and the freedmen left, but not
before Richard let fly one more insult.
“You pieces of trash should be honored that you have been allowed to
participate in something so great as the building of Heaven on Earth. If it
were up to me, I would have you all killed, but the Bishop, in his mercy,
has decided to let you cleanse yourself of sin through honest labor. When
work on the Cathedral is done, he will give each of you the chance to
redeem your souls and become Believers. You can thank God for putting
you into the hands of such a merciful and dedicated man of God.”
The goons easily outnumbered the prisoners and they had no problem
suppressing whatever dissent and protest arose. They were broken up
into seven groups, each one with a wheelbarrow. The goons lined them
up and told each person which group they belonged in. Ben noticed that
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there was a woman assigned to each group and that those who had been
either vocal about their dissent or physically punished were placed in
separate groups as well. Ben was assigned to a wheelbarrow with Samuel
and a small Asian woman. They were not given time for introductions.
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Chapter 8

The three of them worked well together. The overseers had them taking
bricks from crumbling interior walls, loading them into the cart, and then
one of them would push the cart to where free workers were rebuilding
the cathedral walls. Samuel, a large tan man was told to push the first
load of bricks. Ben guessed that the overseers wanted to keep Samuel
more physically exhausted, since he was the larger of the two men and
therefore, probably the more dangerous. They watched him closely while
he pushed the cart out of the room and into the street. It was their careful
attention and the noise of the rough cart that gave the woman a chance
to introduce herself to Ben.
He hadn’t seen her get so close that he would hear her whispers, but
suddenly, he could feel her there, touching his arm and whispering “Ben, I
am Sutreyu. I want you to know that there are other people besides these
Believers. I will find a way to tell you more.” He was glad to know her
name and curious how she might have known his until he remembered
how Richard had used his name in front of everyone before attempting to
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turn him into a soprano. He turned to answer her, but she had already
glided away as silent as a ghost to the brick wall where she was busy
scraping mortar from between the highest bricks she could reach.
It was a system they had figured out quickly. First they would scrape the
crumbling mortar from a horizontal row, and then they would push on the
wall with a rocking motion until it fell and the bricks were loose and able
to be loaded into the cart.
He moved to where she was working and began scraping along the same
line. He looked at her and saw that she was in her late twenties or early
thirties. She was no taller than five foot two or so and weighed no more
than a hundred pounds. She had wrapped garbage cloth around her body
in a sarong style and used a square piece to create a babushka head scarf
that held her voluminous black hair out of the way. As he scraped he
noticed her hands and had to look at her again to see if he had misjudged
her age. He didn’t think so, but Sutreyu had the hands of a ninety year old
woman. They were wrinkled, bony, and twisted.
“What people? Do you mean more people that the Believers have not
found?”
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“Shhh. Do not talk to me. Just work and I will talk to you when we are
alone tonight.”
Ben did as she said, but doubted they would get the chance to be alone
in the evening. He was guessing that the last evening’s relative freedom to
converse had been a result of the suddenness of their confinement. None
the less, Sutreyu’s words comforted him as he thought about what they
might mean. Maybe she meant that there were people within the
community of Believers that were sympathetic to the plight of those who
had been wronged. He tried not to let his imagination get the better of
him, but could not help feeling slightly buoyed by the knowledge that
there might be dissent within the Bishop’s ranks.
Samuel returned shortly and the three of them continued with the
process of loading bricks and carting them away for the next several
hours. The guards consistently told Samuel to cart away the bricks and
silenced any speaking with flicks of their bullwhips. Somewhere in the
late afternoon, they were given water and Samuel was told to take the
cart back to the Cathedral. As Samuel moved away from the wall where
he and Sutreyu were working, Ben saw the woman place her foot behind
Samuel and trip him. The big man tumbled backwards and landed hard.
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He clutched at his leg and moaned in pain, as Ben came closer to see if he
was alright, Samuel met his eyes and winked. Ben couldn’t be sure that it
had even happened, but decided to play along just in case.
“Samuel, are you okay?” He and Sutreyu were both bending over the
injured man as he sat up holding his right ankle. The goons were upon
them almost instantly.
“Back off you two. We’ll take care of this.” The whips snapped at them
and Ben and the woman backed away, taking a moment to catch their
breath from the non stop labor they had been engaged in. “Get up, you.
No malingering.”
Samuel stood up and moved towards the wheelbarrow. He limped
heavily and favored his left leg. The tip of a whip cracked against his back
and he winced but kept limping.
“Doesn’t look broken to me,” one of them said. “You,” he motioned to
Ben, “you take the bricks to the Cathedral this time.” Ben did as he was
told, trying to figure out exactly what had happened and why Sutreyu had
tripped Samuel, not to mention, whether or not he had seen Samuel wink
at him. He lifted the handles of the cart and pushed it out the doorway. It
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felt like it weighed a million pounds after having spent the day bending,
lifting, pushing, and scraping.
Outside, the light was bright, but it was obvious that the day was coming
to a close. As Ben came closer to the Cathedral, he could see that the
work had progressed rapidly. The walls were nearly complete and the
free workers had begun constructing a wall, blocking access to the park
from anywhere other than the Cathedral. As he looked to the park, he
saw a net fly into the air and bring down at least a dozen of the birds that
were still flitting from tree to tree as one entity. The smell of wood smoke
barely covered the stench of skins drying in the sun and human sewage
that was accumulating in the area.
Someone would have to devise a sanitary system for bodily waste
disposal soon, before disease emerged and ran rampant through the
camp. He wasn’t going to be the one to suggest it though. So far as he was
concerned, the Believers could all get cholera and die choking on their
own pollution. After dumping the bricks, Ben prepared to push the cart
back to the apartment building but suddenly heard his name called out.
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“Ben!” He turned and saw with disgust that it was Ann. He had
misjudged her, she was a stupid, gullible, traitorous bitch and he turned
away from her intending to ignore her as she came towards him.
“No talking with the Prisoners.” One of the goons barked at Anne as she
came closer. For once, Ben was glad of the interference.
“I have a message from the Bishop for this man,” Anne said as she
continued closer. “Step away from him and allow me to deliver the
Bishop’s words.” The goon hesitated a moment and then stepped away
barely out of earshot. Ben turned as she came near.
“What do you want Ann? What does the Bishop want? Are you here to
tell me what a horrid person I am again? Does he want me to know how
lucky I am? What do you want?” Ben had no patience for this and actually
found himself more than ready to go back to work rather than to face this
disgusting girl who mooned over the Bishop.
She came closer. Something in the way she was looking at him made
him stop. There was fear in her face. “Ben, the…the ..he didn’t send me.
It’s Emma. She is awake and wouldn’t listen to me when I told her to keep
quiet. She has been spouting complete and total blasphemy. She..she
woke up and wanted to know about Nick, you, and your friend and I told
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her…then she wanted to see you and when I told her that you had been
arrested she began blaspheming….I, um…I , I , don’t know what to…”
Despite himself, Ben found a feeling of compassion for the girl invading
his sense of disgust. She was in way over her head, that was for sure.
“Ann, why are you telling me this? I can’t do anything about anything…
what do you want me to do?”
Anne took a shuddering breath. “I…I know. It’s just that…I , she saved
me and I just, I can’t, I owe her…and she…she told me to tell you that..
that..” her sniffling was making it difficult for her to talk. The big goon was
looking impatient, Ann’s back was to him, so he couldn’t see the tears on
her face but he wouldn’t wait much longer…
“What Ann? What did she tell you to tell me?” If the whole reality of his
situation hadn’t of been so unthinkable, he might of thought he was
watching a prime time drama on television as he watched the girl struggle
with her emotions.
Anne took another deep breath. She gained a bit more control. The
words spilled out of her in a single breath. “She told me to make sure you
were alright and to tell you that she was going to take care of everything.
She said not to worry.” Her breathing again became ragged.
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“Great. You’ve told me. I still don’t understand why you are so upset.
You’ve done your job.”
“No,” she gasped. “You don’t understand. She has recovered enough to
meet with the Bishop now and Ben…”
Ben looked at her, not understanding. “Yes, and…?”
“Ben, I think the Bishop’s going to kill her!”
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Book IV : Hell on Wheels
Chapter 1
Emma knew one thing when she woke up. She knew that she had never
felt so thirsty in her life. She would have drank horse piss if someone put
it in front of her. It was just her luck however that no one was nearby to
let her ingest the sweet urine of equanimity. She propped herself up on
one elbow and tried to remember where the hell she was.
All around her people were bustling about like busy bees and every one
of them was dressed like some sort of medieval peasant. Looking at
herself, she saw that she was wearing a lighter and more blood soaked
version of the same. Seeing the bag she had turned into high fashion
brought it all back to her and she briefly considered slamming her head on
the stone floor in order to knock herself back into the sweet oblivion of
unconsciousness.
Unfortunately, she had never been a person that went in for self
delusion or any kind of hiding from the truth, for that matter. So, instead,
she looked around to see if she could find a familiar face. After a moment,
she saw the Jesus chick, working on some sort project involving rope not
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too far away. Since her voice was so dry, she couldn’t call out, so she
decided to get up and go get the girl’s attention, or maybe just find water
on her own for that matter.
Her legs were wobbly as she tried to stand and the blood rushed from
her head. For just a moment, her vision went completely dark and she
thought she might actually achieve unconsciousness unintentionally. She
fought it, despite her previous desire to return there. As her vision
cleared, she heard someone call out “Ann, your friend is awake…” and
saw the girl turn and look towards her. A syrupy sweet smile lit the girls
face as she dropped what she had been working on and rushed to Emma’s
side.
“Praise the Lord, Emma. We thought you might never wake up. You
shouldn’t stand up quite so soon though, here, let me help you to sit back
down…” The girl was next to her and trying to force her to sit again, but
having fought so hard to maintain a standing posture, Emma was a bit
loathe to give it up so easily.
“Get me some water…” she croaked, barely audible to herself or Ann.
The girl cringed away from her and then was back, supporting her again.
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“Emma, I will get you some water, but really you need to sit down.
You’ve been unconscious for most of three days and you need to conserve
your strength…” The girl was trying to force her to sit again. It was not
going to happen.
“Water…” she croaked again, unable to complete the rest of what she
wanted to say which was “I want some water you little Jesus loving cunt
and I’m not going to sit down, so you better take me to some water,
now.”
Anne understood, at least that Emma was thirsty and not going to sit,
so she walked the woman to where she had been working and leaned
over to get a brownish sack that sloshed with liquid inside it. She held it
up towards Emma’s mouth and poured the fluid into her mouth.
It tasted foul, but it worked wonders on her dried mouth and throat.
Emma grabbed the skin and poured more water into her own mouth from
it. She could hear the murmurs of the other women as she stood and
drank.
“…like a miracle…” “…never thought I’d see the dead arise and walk…”
“…the Lord can work amazing miracles…” and more such Christian drivel.
Obviously, they had been rescued by some sort of religious cult. Great. It
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was bad enough having to deal with one of them, now she was stuck in an
entire colony.
Taking the water with her, she moved back to where she had awoken.
Looking around she could tell by the high ceiling and occasional bits of
stained glass that she was in some kind of a church. The girl had moved
back with her and motioned for her to sit. Having resisted her efforts for a
sufficient amount of time to feel independent, Emma acquiesced and sat
on the pile of garbage cloth she had awakened upon.
“Emma, I am so glad that you are alive. We didn’t know if you would
make it. You bled so much after the dogs…” the girl was gushing. Emma
felt a moment of affection for her upon seeing that she had sincerely
been worried.
“It takes more than a bunch of dogs to kill me…” her voice was coming
back. She felt weak, but capable. No doubt about it, she would be alright
soon. “Listen, um, Ann, right?” the girl nodded. “Listen, Ann, you said I
was out for quite a while and obviously, there is a lot that I don’t know
about, so maybe you can take a minute or two to catch me up on
things…”
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The girl glanced to where she had been working, obviously not wanting
to leave her job unfinished. “…Emma, I would love to sit with you, but the
Bishop has given us all jobs to do and I really need…”
Emma held up her hand. “That’s enough. Hold it right there. There’s a
padre here? And he’s a Bishop? Look, I know you want to be a good girl
and all, but I really need you more than the Bishop does right now, you
remember Florence Nightingale and Mother Theresa right? Don’t you
think your Bishop would approve of you playing nurse for a while…”
Again Anne looked to the other women working. “Yes, but..”
Emma felt strength returning as she took charge. “No buts about it
Girlie. You are my nurse and I need you to do some things for me. First
question, you said I’ve been unconscious for three days, have I eaten
anything?”
Anne shook her head no. “We tried to feed you some dog but you
wouldn’t…”
Emma interrupted, “No, I don’t imagine I would have…but I’m as hungry
as a shipwrecked sailor and I’d eat a god damn albatross in a second, so
why don’t you find me something to eat now and come back soon.”
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The girl’s face showed offense and confusion. “Emma, I don’t think we
have any albatross, but maybe I should tell you that you are in a house of
God and this sort of blasphemy…”
Here it came again, the girl was a real zealot. “Honey, just get me some
food? Okay?” the girl hesitated looking at her “What?” This was already
tedious.
Anne smiled for just a second “I’m just glad you are awake. I thought
you were going to die.” Emma was touched at the girls concern and
thought to herself how she might need to take it a little easy on her but
then Anne ruined it. “And I am so grateful to Jesus for leading me to you
so we could find the Bishop and his Believers!” The girl got up to go find
her food.
Emma looked around wondering what sort of a vipers nest she had
landed in.
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Chapter 2

Emma knew that she needed to find out more about what was going on
here. Anne had brought her food and gone back to work. While she ate
she looked at her surroundings and the people that filled them. One of
the first things she had learned at the post office was that you needed to
know who you were dealing with. There is probably no higher charged
workplace in the world than the USPS, whether you were in a major urban
center or a podunk backwater, you could be sure that there were factions,
politics, and machinations of power going on.
She looked around the Cathedral and recognized that there was some
serious activity happening here. Groups of women were all engaged in
various forms of industrious ‘women’s work’ throughout the wide open
central area of the building. They sat on the floor in groups of five to ten
and worked on their projects while whispering and giggling to one
another. Emma was actually amazed that no one was freaking out, these
were women after all and one would have thought they would be hysteric

161

AUTHOR NAME

with anxiety over what had happened to their husbands, families, friends,
and pets. None of them seemed to be. It was astounding.
At first, the few men she saw would come in through the Cathedral’s
main double doors in the back. After entering, they would skirt around
the edges to the front where several doorways had been curtained off
with the nasty black cloth that seemed to be everywhere except on her
body. They were big, serious looking guys that were on a mission. Her
guess was that some sort of Capo was behind the curtain and giving
orders to his most trusted lieutenants, these guys.
She tried not to think about what the chewy meat she was eating was,
but she knew it was dog. Oh well, god damn dogs should have known
better than to attack people. It didn’t taste bad, but it wasn’t good either.
A couple more men came in the door carrying wood or stone
assemblages that they would give to specific groups of women. This place
was organized all right. Obviously, some of the men were working on
parts of things outside and then bringing them to the women inside for
finish work. Next a group of men came inside and took several of the
projects that Anne and her group were working on and took them back
outside.
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She ate slowly, hoping that Anne or someone would make their way to
her so that she could ask some questions. She didn’t have to wait long.
Soon, a big arrogant looking blond boy came inside and looked over to see
her sitting up and eating. He came to her.
“Well. It looks like miracles do happen. How are you feeling?” Emma
instantly decided that this guy was dangerous by the way he carried
himself and his better than thou attitude. This whole scene was like
walking into a post office where the workers were being run rough shod
over by some power hungry station manager. The guy in front of her now
exuded power hunger and ruthlessness. This one was dangerous and she
didn’t have the union here to back her up.
She tried to sound weak and grateful. The weak part wasn’t hard, as for
gratitude, she was starting to think that maybe she would have been
better off with the dogs eating her instead of her eating them. “I really
don’t know what to think. I’m so….confused. Are you one of the men who
saved me?”
His chest visibly swelled. “Well, let’s just say that I was responsible for
those men saving you. I’m Richard.” Yeah, the chest and the name
confirmed it. This guy was a real dick. He held out his hand to her. She
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took it and he helped her to stand up. He continued, “It’s been a lot of
work. I want you to know that you aren’t the only one to be confused, but
we do have answers. God has provided us with all we need and the
Bishop has divined God’s plan.”
“Oh,” Emma said in her best worshipful voice, “I thought you might be
the Bishop.” It was just as she suspected, this puffed up cock was using
someone else’s coattails to raise him to authority. The fact that this
Bishop person would give anyone like this any kind of authority told
Emma that he was bad news. Things were even worse than she had
thought.
“No,” Richard said. “He is a great man and you will meet him soon. He is
much greater than I.” She heard the insincerity in his voice, it revealed
that he thought himself better than the man he served. Good. His ego
would be her friend.
“I really doubt that he is greater than you. Thank you for saving me.”
Not for the first time in her life, Emma was thankful to have grown up a
simple country girl that was expected to defer to the ‘more powerful’ sex.
She’d learned soon enough about power, but never forgot that the key to
manipulating most men was to make them feel more powerful than you.
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She’d been making them feel great to get them to do her bidding longer
than this boy had been alive and so she figured he would be an easy mark,
though a dangerous one. “Would you do an older woman the kindness of
showing her around? Oh, heavens! I forgot to introduce myself, I’m
Emma!”
“It would be my honor and pleasure to do so Emma. At the moment,
however, I have important business with the Bishop who I am very sure
will be anxious to talk to you when he has the time.” Richard let go of her
hand and moved towards the curtains in the front. He was definitely going
to be useful.
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Chapter 3

In a short time, Anne came back to where she was waiting for Richard.
Emma was glad to have the girl’s company. Not because she wanted to
hear about Jesus, miracles, or other religious crap. Nor because she
enjoyed anything about the girl, but because she needed to get as much
information as she could from this nitwit as fast as possible. If Anne
hadn’t of come to check on her, she would have been forced to go
through the difficulty of dragging the girl from her task group and getting
her out of earshot of others.
“I see you met Richard. Isn’t he just the sweetest? He has been totally
helpful to me since we arrived. I think he is just a really great guy.” Emma
felt like puking as she heard Anne mooning like a teenager while she
described a man who Emma was pretty certain was a monster. She was
going to have to really grill this girl hard and make her doubt everything
she thought she knew.
“Cut the crap Ann. I know what is going on here. It’s all pretty obvious
and I’m not fooled for a second. First of all, where are the people we were
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rescued with. I’ve been looking around and I haven’t seen Nick or those
other two guys. I have a vague memory of seeing the older guy while I was
out of it…so did they make it, or not?” Emma knew that when you are
dealing with someone like Ann, it never worked to let them think you
didn’t already know what you were trying to learn from them. If they
thought you knew, they lost nothing by telling you.
Ann’s face went through a complex range of emotions as she tried to
digest everything Emma had just said to her. In true Midwest fashion, she
decided to accentuate the positive. “Well, you’re right, the older man,
Ben, he and Nick are both okay and they were helping to watch over you
since we got here.”
The smile on the girl’s face was hiding something. Emma needed to
know what it was. “Good. Where are they? Out making these stone and
wood things or are they part of the hunting party?” Emma figured that
they had to be involved in one or the other, it could only help her if Anne
thought she had figured it out.
Somehow though, she had screwed up. The girl’s face became alarmed
and then smug. Next she put on a mask of pity. “Oh, poor Emma. You
really don’t know anything at all do you? I thought maybe Richard had
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told you, but I guess he didn’t want to trouble you with it yet. Really
Emma, you should lie back down, we can talk about all of this later. Jesus
has brought us here for a reason, I’m sure you will see that.”
Emma took a deep breath and then flipped anyway, albeit in a more
hushed manner than she wanted to. “Listen to me you God damn little
Jesus freak. Who put that fancy looking sack on you?”
Anne looked down at her clothing. “Um, you did, but..”
“But nothing you ungrateful little twit. Who took you out of the street
and probably saved you from dying of too much sun? Huh?” The girl was
looking at her in a different way now.
“You did, but..” The smugness was gone. It was a start.
“That’s right. I did. You can thank Jesus and the Bishop and everyone
else, but the fact of the matter is that if I hadn’t of saved your sweet little
ass, you probably would have been dog food.” Emma was starting to feel
good.
“I’m sorry, I mean, thank you…” the girl started to look smug again,
“Hey, I have been taking care of you for days and I think that should be…”
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“You’ve been taking care of me huh? Is that why I woke up in bloody
rags on a stone floor nearly dehydrated? You may be the queen of the
bible thumpers, but a nurse you ain’t. After I woke up, you left me so that
you could go make your rope tricks…”
Anne interrupted without too much energy now “ They’re nets. For
fishing and stuff..”
Emma was surprised. There were fish? Why the hell was she eating dog if
there was fish? She decided to save that matter for another time. She had
the advantage and she needed to capitalize on it before she lost it.
“Fine. Nets. Anyway, if you were so grateful, why did you just leave me
here? Tell me that huh Sister?” Emma had the girl on the ropes.
“I just…”
“You just forgot that I saved your life, that’s what. Now, tell me, where
are Nick and that other guy now? What does the Bishop have them
doing? Answer me.”
“Emma, you don’t understand, they weren’t good guys, the Bishop says
that..”
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“Ann, for Christ sakes, you better tell me where they are, right now.”
“They’re out getting bricks to fix the Cathedral walls. The Bishop says
that we need to fix the walls soon before Satan brings…” Anne was
desperately trying to say something that would justify whatever it was
that she hadn’t told Emma yet. Emma could see her eyes shifting around,
the girl knew something that she didn’t want Emma to know.
“Where are they? I’m going to see them Ann.” Emma still felt physically
weak, but she made as if she were going to stand up and go outside.
“No, Emma, you can’t the guards don’t know you and so you can’t get
near any of the prisoners….” Anne stopped herself but it was too late.
The cat was out of the proverbial bag. For a moment, neither of them said
anything, it was Emma that broke the silence.
“Okay. Now you can tell me everything. What did they do? How many
prisoners are there? Everything. Start with our arrival.”
It didn’t take Anne long to explain what she knew. Her story went that
Ben, Nick, and a bunch of other men had made weapons and then were
plotting to kill the Bishop. The Bishop found out about it and had some of

clxx

The Hu Factor by Vago C. Damitio

his loyal men place them under arrest. Now the prisoners were doing hard
labor to make up for their sins.
“And you actually believe this trash? Come on Girlie, you gotta use that
noggin of yours to think sometimes. You talked with Nick, do you really
think that he is the type to want to kill someone? He’s a scientist, a big
gentle scientist. What kind of weapons did they have anyway?” Emma
was now looking around the room with new eyes. Something was off
about it.
“They had spears and whips...the Bishop took them and now his men
are using them…I’ve seen the weapons.” Anne was continuing, desperate
to convince Emma that she was right.
It was the word whips that clicked it for Emma. Whips made her think of
slaves and slaves made her think of African-Americans, and Nick, well, he
was English, but he was black. And now he was doing the hard labor of
the Believers and …that was when the rest of it clicked. This was a room
full of white people. There was not one person who was not white.
“Listen to me Ann. They didn’t have any weapons. This may sound funny
to you, but tell me, why are all the people here white? Was Nick the only
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black person that you’ve seen so far?” Emma had dropped her voice to a
hushed whisper.
“No, of course not, there are all kinds of people here Emma. There are
blacks and Mexicans and Indians and Chinese people…I’ve seen them.
Don’t be ridiculous.” Anne sounded flip because she was so sure of
herself. She was looking around the room at the same time as she spoke.
“Look, over…huh, that’s weird,” the flipness was rapidly disappearing. “I
swear, there were, they must all be working somewhere else, I mean, the
Bishop, he wouldn’t….I know, we can ask Richard. He’ll tell us.”
Emma thought of Richard with his puffed ego, blond hair, and blue eyes.
All he needed was an armband to be Hitler youth. “Ann. Don’t. Don’t say
anything to anyone. Do you understand me?” Anne looked doubtful but
then nodded as she continued to look around the room and see the
absence of any skin color but white.
“Here is what I want you to do. Right now. Go find Nick or Ben and tell
them that I am okay. Tell them that everything is going to be alright and
that I am going to take care of everything, okay? Can you do that?”
Anne shook her head no. “No one is allowed to talk to the prisoners. The
guards won’t let me talk to them. There is no way. I can’t.”
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Emma grabbed the girl. “Listen to me Ann. The Bishop has made those
men slaves. Do you understand me? Slaves. You need to do what I tell
you. Go, and tell them that I am okay and going to take care of everything.
If the guards give you any problem, you tell them that you have a private
message from the Bishop. Okay? Are you listening to me?”
“Emma, I don’t think you’re right. I think he wouldn’t do that...I mean,
there must be some explanation…” Anne was in a state of shock. The kool
aid had just been revealed for what it was to her. Emma tried to be
gentle, but she needed the girl to do as she told her to.
“Ann. Slavery is evil right? And doesn’t the Devil quote scripture to fool
the righteous? And do you think that Jesus would separate people
because of their color?” It was hitting the girl, she had been through a lot
recently and Emma suspected that she had always been taught to believe
what she was told. Right now, she was starting to believe Emma.
“Oh my God Emma. You think the Bishop might be the Devil? Oh my
God, oh Sweet Jesus, please help me, help us all. Oh, Heavenly Father…”
Emma smacked her with her open hand. She did it hard enough that it
would probably leave a mark.
“Ann. Can you do what I’ve told you? Do you understand?”
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“I will Emma, oh my God, I am so sorry, oh my God…I’ll do it. Just tell
them that you are okay and everything is going to be alright…okay...I can
do this. I will, but Emma? What are you going to do? How are you going
to fix this?”
Emma smiled. “Oh, that’s easy. I’m going to go see the Bishop.”
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Chapter 4

Emma was almost right. Actually, the Bishop came to see her, led there
by Richard. She saw Richard emerge from one of the curtained rooms
followed by a tall solemn looking man who slowly proceeded behind
Richard to where Emma was waiting. She had intended to request an
audience from Richard, but it looked like it was her lucky day. Everyone
kept coming to her.
Emma had always been a social chameleon and utilized the skill to make
herself fit in wherever she wanted to. Fact of the matter was, most of the
time she didn’t want to be considered part of whatever establishment she
was in, so it suited her to cuss like a sailor and do whatever it took to have
people offended or put off by her. It was amazing how much easier it
could be to get in good graces if people thought they had a hand in
changing you. She could tell by looking at the Bishop that those sorts of
tactics weren’t going to work with him.
Maybe it was because she already knew he was a racist slave maker, or
maybe it was something inherent in the man, but she could see him
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judging her from the moment he emerged and she was certain that of all
the people she had ever met, this guy needed to have a good first
impression. She hoped that gooey little freak Anne hadn’t told him too
much about her. She didn’t want him to think she was crass. Not at all.
As they came forward, Richard was grinning at her. “Didn’t I tell you he
would be excited to meet you? Emma, this is the Bishop.”
Emma had spent a lot of time among Catholics and was no stranger to
proper protocol. Technically, she was a Catholic, though only because of
an accident of birth and because in her former line of work it helped to be
the same religion as most of the heavyweights. Seeing this man’s age, she
seriously doubted that he was a Bishop before landing wherever they
were, he looked no older than forty five. None the less she greeted him
with a curtsey and “It is such an honor to meet you, Your Excellency. Anne
and Richard have told me much of your hard work. I am in your debt.”
She looked up after a moment and was gratified to see that the man
was enjoying her worship. Not in the same brash young way as Richard
had, but she could see it in his eyes. He wanted more of this kind of
behavior. That was certain.
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“Emma, we are certainly pleased to finally have you among us in a
wakened state. Much has happened in the time you have been here.
Richard informed me that you were awake and had requested him to give
you the three penny tour. When I heard the wondrous news of your
recovery, I insisted on showing you around myself. Truly we have come
into an age of miracles. There were few who thought you would live and
yet, in the Lord’s wisdom, here you are. Praise to his name.”
Unlike Ann, who managed to make herself weak with religion by
disempowering herself, this man used it to make himself stronger. As he
spoke of miracles and the Lord, Emma had the sense that he was taking
personal responsibility for it all. It was more like he was praising his name
than anyone else’s. He had put her into a little bit of a tricky spot. She
didn’t want Richard to feel bitter towards her and yet she wanted to
accept the Bishop’s offer. She had to, actually.
“Oh, Your Excellency, please, I know how busy you must be. I think it
would be fine if Richard were to show me around, I would hate to get in
the way of any of your important work.” She threw a quick glance and
smile at Richard as she said it. She was no longer young and pretty, but no
man was resistant to flattery. He smiled back at her. Good.
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“Nonsense Emma. We are appreciative of your good sense, but it is
equally important to me that I learn about each person here as the overall
administration is. Richard will be able to handle whatever may arise while
we walk and talk. You are up to walking?” The Bishop too knew how to
stroke Richard’s ego. She had already known he was dangerous, but now
she knew it was with a capital D. And several exclamation points.
“I am still weak, Your Excellency, but I will try. The food you have
provided has given me much that I had lost.” If anyone she had worked
with could see her now, they would probably die laughing. She might as
well have been wearing one of the big Easter hats she kept hidden away
in the closets of her apartment. Emma, the Lady.
“Please, take my arm. And Emma, while we walk and talk privately, you
need not address me so formally, though it is appreciated.” He held his
arm out to her.
She took it tentatively. “But what should I call you?”
“Father will do in these informal talks,” he said, not giving up the
pleasure of being called Your Excellency in public and no doubt feeling
quite large for allowing her to address him as father. She barely kept from
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snorting. Father my ass. If things went the way she intended them to, he
would be calling her Mommy and begging to suck at her saggy old tits.
She managed to look demure and looked down. “Alright….Father.”
They began to walk and the Bishop began to speak.
“Emma, I don’t know how much you know about what has happened, so
please, allow me to explain. Before the rapture took place, God spoke to
me. He told me to gather my flock and take them to a place of safety. I did
this.”
She wanted to ask him so many questions, what denomination he was
(because he certainly wasn’t Catholic), where his flock was, where he had
gone, how had God sounded to him, what sort of medication had he been
on, and more. Instead, she bit her tongue and listened. The man wanted
to talk and she needed to know the Party line.
“Together we braved the storms and trials of the Rapture and then the
Lord lifted us up into the Heavens. Some were taken to his Kingdom and
some, like you and me, we were put here. God has placed us here so that
we might be warriors in a final battle against the minions of darkness.”
“Where is here? Where has He put us Father?” she asked him.
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“This is the land of in between Emma. This is Purgatory and Limbo. This
is the battleground whence the epic struggle between light and dark must
take place. The Lord has chosen those he trusts most to come to this
empty land and to build Heaven on Earth and an Army to defend His
Heavenly Hosts.”
What was she supposed to say to this crap? “But why me, Father? Why
would God bring an old woman like me here if he were building an army?”
They had stepped outside now. Emma was amazed by what she saw in
front of her. All around her men were building, marching, practicing with
whips, spears, and clubs. Basically, they looked like dangerous boys
playing war. As she looked across the narrow dirt street she could see that
a building had been fortified and five men with clubs and whips stood
attentively in front of it. To her right she saw a huge pile of garbage cloth
that was being added to by groups of men who had formed a fire line
coming from a three story building with boarded up windows and a dark
doorway.
Fires burned in the streets where meat roasted on spits. She could see
dog skins pegged out in the dirt, feathers being pulled from dead birds
and stuffed into knotted bags, and now coming from around the corner,
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men carrying what looked to be oranges and apples. One of them, seeing
the Bishop, ran to him.
“Sir, we have found an orchard in the Parklands. So far we have found
apples and oranges and we think we may have also found wheat.” The
man handed a small dark orange to the Bishop who smiled broadly.
“Good. Good work Smith. See if you can find men who were farmers
and continue to harvest.”
“Yes sir.” Smith turned to go.
“And Smith…” Smith turned back. “Tell no one else the location and
place guards at the Orchard. We can’t have people helping themselves.”
Smith gave a salute and ran to join his men who were carrying the food
indoors. The Bishop continued smiling as he peeled the little orange in his
hands.
“As you can see Emma, the Lord has provided for us amply. Of course,
his bounty is not free. No, it is not free.” He broke the orange and handed
half of it to Emma, a part of her wanted to demand what price he would
ask of her for it, but the sweet smell was too much for her to do anything
but take the offered fruit. She was barely able to restrain herself from
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stuffing the whole thing in her mouth and instead peeled off one slice and
bit it in half. The juice squirted from the flesh and the only thing that kept
her from moaning in pleasure was the knowledge that such a display
might taint the view of her that she has thus far so carefully cultivated in
the Bishop. None the less, it was the single best moment she had
experienced since seeing Hornblower look at her with so much fear.
The Bishop began walking again. “Emma, I have the feeling that you are
a special case and that the Lord has brought us together for a reason that
is beyond the ordinary, if anything in this place can be called ordinary.
There is something that is, well, different about you from everyone else. It
is something I feel that I must ask you about.”
Emma hadn’t imagined that she had been as convincing as that. There
was something else going on. She needed to keep her cool and react the
right way.
“Anything Father, you can ask me anything.”
“Good.” She still held his arm as they walked to the left. “I won’t ask you
now, there is more that you must want to know. First we will satisfy your
curiosity. Tell me Emma, you are of course familiar with the story of Cain
and Abel?”
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“Of course, Father. Cain and Abel were the sons of Adam and Eve. Abel
was the good son and Cain the bad one. “ She remembered this from
school.
“Good. And what do you know of the son’s of Noah?” Did he plan on
teaching her Bible stories?
“Well, I know that Noah and his sons were saved from the flood by
getting on an Arc that Noah built by direction of God.”
“That’s a part of it. Yes. Finally, do you know of Abraham and the two
men he fathered? Isaac and Ishmael?” What was he getting at here?
“Yes, I am also familiar with this story. Can you tell me why you are
asking these things Father?” The man’s intensity level had picked up. He
was about to tell her something that he was passionate about. She was
glad that he hadn’t mentioned Jesus yet. But she was sure he would.
“Emma, our world was filled with Evil and the word of God was
subverted by the worst sources in it. When I was a very young man, God
spoke to me and revealed the truth of these and other stories. It is why
God has brought me here, to teach the truth. Have you noticed that there
are no books, no bibles, no tracts, none of the diluted and distorted words
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of Satan have been brought here? God has purified the Earth of evil lies
and now he intends that the truth be known.”
Emma was terrified. She tried not to show it. As his arms began to wave,
she let go of him and stepped back. This man was insane. He was totally
insane. And he was convinced of the divine source of his own words.
He gestured to where they could now see men and women working at
tearing down stone and brick walls. Carts were being loaded and large
cruel looking white men stood around with whips and clubs. The men
doing the work were almost all not white. An Asian man was tied to a
post, unconscious. He was covered with bruises and scrapes. What she
was looking at could have been a vision from Dante’s hell.
“God turned Cain black so that all would know of his love for evil. God
saw that the sons of Noah, except for Shem, were Sodomites and idol
worshippers and he scattered them across the earth making them as
yellow as the metals they worshipped and as red as the devils they prayed
to. God banished the bastard Ishmael and all of his offspring to fight
among themselves in the sands of Arabia and turned them on the Jews
who killed his only begotten son.” Spit flew from his mouth as his sermon
of hatred washed over her.
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“Emma, the Lord, has made his choice, his chosen people are those who
are as pure in color as they are in heart. It is now that I must ask you this
question Emma? Are you ready to tell me what I need to know?”
Emma didn’t have any choice in the matter. The heat, the hate, her
weakened condition, and the shock at seeing the face of evil so close that
she could smell it’s bad breath did what she had earlier fought so hard to
avoid.
She fainted.
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Chapter 5

Waking up this time was very different than before. It was morning and
she lay on a soft mattress in a dark room. She could see light creeping
past the edges of a curtain hung in the doorway. Emma was surprised to
once again find herself naked, only this time, she was much more
comfortable. A piece of dark cloth was over her. She could hear voices
outside the curtain but not make out what they were saying. Gradually
she realized that the voices were those of Anne and Richard. She strained
to hear them but could only catch snippets of the conversation.
“…responsibility towards her…life…I don’t see…things…life of Jesus…”
Anne sounded impassioned certainly, but Emma could only hope that she
had not said anything to Richard about their previous conversation.
Judging by the quality of her current bedding and the level tone Richard
was speaking in, she could only assume that the girl had actually known
enough to keep quiet. Richard’s words were more hushed than Ann’s but
she could pick up an occasional emphasized phrase. “…I don’t
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know…..strict orders…concerned….he says…” and more, but nothing that
she could actually sink her teeth into and get some meaning from.
It was maddening. She looked around the room, her eyes adjusting to
the darkness and saw that the only exit was the one that Anne and
Richard were standing outside of. She considered getting up and moving
closer to the curtain so that she could hear what they were saying when
suddenly both of them fell silent. She heard Anne mumble and then heard
footsteps as the girl left.
The curtain was swept aside. She closed her eyes to avoid being blinded
by the light and pretended to be sleeping still. She suspected who her
visitor was and the thought of her last interaction with the Bishop made
her nervous as Japanese schoolgirl in a maximum security penitentiary.
Slow footsteps came towards her.
“That will be all Richard,” she heard the Bishop say. “I won’t need you
here while I talk to her.” Richards fast paced tight ass steps moved out of
the room.
“Emma. You can open your eyes. There is no need to pretend that you
are asleep. I know that you have been awake for some time now.” How
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the hell did he know that? Should she try to bluff him? Deciding that it
wasn’t worth it, she opened her eyes and looked around the room which
was now lit by torchlight.
The Bishop stood holding the torch like some hellish angel of death. The
shadows danced in the room like dark familiars waiting to do his bidding.
Emma felt her confidence drain away from her but had no choice but to
push on with the game she had begun.
“I am soo glad to see you,” she whispered. “When I woke, I thought that
perhaps it had all started over again. What happened…Father?”
The Bishop knelt down beside her. “It was too much to ask of you so
soon after waking. I should have known better than to try to show you
everything at once.” His tone was gentle, no more of the racist brimstone
came from him, he sounded like, well, he sounded like a god damn priest
now. “Good Woman. I hope that you will forgive me for ignoring your
frailty and causing you to collapse. I thought you were healed completely
by divine grace, but I know that the Lord rarely works such miracles. Are
you better now?”
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Emma started to feel like she might be okay. Fainting may have been the
best thing she could have done. “Where am I? Is this…..Is this your…Is this
where you stay Father?”
“Yes. I have made it my personal responsibility to bring you back to
health. I sat with you through the night. I hope that you will forgive me
for having the women take your clothing, it was filthy and covered with
blood. I am having them wash it in the parkland and will return it to you. I
have had some of our people make this bed for you. You are a precious
gift from the Lord God to this community Emma. The women are all happy
to do whatever they can to make you more comfortable.”
Emma was more confused than ever. She had looked around and she
knew for certain that she wasn’t the best looking woman among the
believers. Not even close. In fact, she was probably the oldest among
them by a good ten or fifteen years. Now, why in the world would this guy
be treating her like she was some desirable piece of ass? What the hell
could he want of her?
“In fact, Emma, it is something that I have wanted to ask you about. A
curiosity only, but one that might very well prove valuable to our
community.”
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She was still confused. “Father, um, I don’t know…”
“Emma, when you arrived, you and two of your companions were all
clothed differently from everyone else that you’ve seen here. Certainly
you have noticed that.”
“Yes, I did notice that. Can you explain that to me?” She needed to know
what he was so interested in those sacks for. Did he recognize them as
bank sacks? They weren’t marked. What did this guy want.
“I was hoping that you would be able to help us find more of it. When
you arrived, your companions told me that you had created their clothing.
They tell me that you found the cloth. Is that true Emma?”
Emma thanked God, or whoever, that this guy wasn’t a trained
interrogator. She had been thinking of saying Nick was the one who found
the cloth. Okay, it was the cloth, but why?
“Yes. It’s true. I found the cloth in the building Nick and I woke up in. I
think there was more of it.”
The Bishop smiled. “Good. I was hoping there was. I think it might be
very important. When you are feeling better, we will go out in the city and
look for it.”
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Emma smiled back at him and cocked her head to the side. She had to
ask him. “But Father, it is only cloth, why do you think it is so important?”
He was already moving back toward the curtain so that he could leave
the room. He turned and looked at her before he left. “It is important,
because your cloth is the only thing I have seen since we got here that I
am certain was made by human beings.”
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Chapter 6

Emma felt better much faster than she would have thought possible.
Maybe the Bishop thought that she hadn’t healed quick enough to be a
miracle, but Emma could never imagine having healed this quick before.
The places where the dogs had bit her were practically good as new. Pink
skin was where she would have expected scabs and wounds to be. She
took several deep breaths and realized that she felt great. She hadn’t felt
so physically good in years. Maybe it was simply the result of having life
threatening trauma, or maybe it was something else. Either way, she
didn’t have answers and she didn’t have time to dwell on it.
The interactions with the Bishop were difficult to say the least. The
sheer power of the man was overwhelming. Despite the deep mental
disgust she felt about him, there was a certain virility about him that
affected her in ways that were far from mental. Of course, as she thought
about it, she felt mental. The man was a horrid racist megalomaniac who
thought that God spoke to him. That should be enough to act as a cold
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shower if she should have these sorts of thoughts, besides, he was a
priest.
Emma’s clothing was returned to her. It had been modified to be actual
clothing . The Bishop’s people must have found a way to make needle and
thread. It wasn’t a summer dress, but it was superior to what she had
been wearing and probably to what everyone else was still wearing. The
Bishop had elevated her status among the Believers for some reason. She
knew it had something to do with the manmade cloth she wore and she
wondered if the Bishop would be disappointed when she showed him the
vault. Make that , if she showed him the vault. It was possibly the only ace
in the hole she possessed and she was loathe to give it up so quickly. She
needed more information. The smiling woman who had brought her
clothing had called her Ma’am and shyly claimed that she didn’t know
anything. She left before Emma could find out anything from her.
Emma wasn’t under guard, she could leave the room if she wished, but
she didn’t want to let on that she felt quite so good yet. She had a feeling
that once she left the room, she would be expected to take the Believers
to the vault that she had so far not mentioned to them. She needed to get
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Anne in here. The girl was the best source of information she had without
going to Richard or the Bishop and she wasn’t quite willing to do that yet.
She poked her head out of the curtain. A bored looking man was sitting
nearby, whether to monitor her actions or make sure she wasn’t
disturbed, she couldn’t be sure of. When she poked her head out, he
stood up straighter and came towards her. Damn if he didn’t almost
salute her. Curiouser and curiouser.
“Hey there Fella,” she said to him, not sure whether to play coy or
imperious and instead deciding to play it like a young June Cleaver.
The guy smiled a pleasant smile, she recognized him as Smith, the man
who had found the oranges. “Yes, Ma’am?” There it was again, was there
some sort of memo going around about how to address her?
“Look, um, I have a girl problem that I need a hand with…could you…
would you be willing to go find that girl Anne for me? I really need her
assistance with something that is ..uh…female.” Hopefully Smith was the
kind of guy that didn’t want to know anymore about female issues than
he needed to. She figured that he was.
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“Sure. Just do me a favor and stay inside okay? I’m supposed to tell the
Bishop when you leave and so if you promise to stay inside there, I can go
find her for you. Okay Ma’am?” What a nice kid. He was giving her
information and trust. This was feeling pretty good to her.
“Yeah, no problem. I don’t really want to go out because of this uh…
female problem.”
Smith almost ran to get away from her. He didn’t want to know
anything else. Good, at least some of the men were the same as those she
had always known. She frowned as she thought of the one’s she knew
now. The Bishop and Richard on one side and Nick and Ben on the other.
She had said she would do something about their situation, she was
mostly blustering. Maybe she shouldn’t have had Anne contact
them….she honestly didn’t know what she was going to be able to do.
After a short while, Anne came into the room.
“I was told to come see you Ma’am?” Now even Anne was doing it. At
least she could find out why now. The girl looked really nervous.
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“That’s enough of that Girl. Why does everyone keep calling me Ma’am
anyway?” Anne actually let out a breath she had apparently been holding
in relief over finding the same Emma she already knew.
“Oh, Emma, I can’t believe I’m saying it, but I’m so glad to see you. I’m
so glad that you are still you. With everything that everyone has been
saying about you, I just, I thought that maybe you had changed or that
maybe you were….”
Emma hadn’t changed and she interrupted the girl to prove it. “God
damn it Ann, what are you talking about?” Emma tried to keep her voice
low, but she was already annoyed with the babbling little thing in front of
her.
Anne looked shocked and then oddly pleased. “Humph. Well, you can’t
be that holy if you are still using the Lord’s name in vain. Okay, I’m sure
you already know most of this, but I’ll try to answer your question, just
please try not to be such a blasphemer Emma.”
“Just answer me. Now.” Emma was feeling a strong urge to slap the girl,
this time with a closed fist.
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“Well, after you collapsed, The Bishop had several men carry you back
inside. A bunch of people gathered around and heard the Bishop talking
to Richard when he said that you had been brought here for a special
reason. People naturally were curious what that reason was and the
Bishop was kind enough to tell us that God had brought you to us so that
you could make life better for us here. He said that we should all think of
you as a sort of Holy Mother, sort of like Eve in the Garden.”
Emma was flattered and bothered at the same time. “He said that? Like
I’m some sort of nun? Or for that matter, like some old woman? Why the
hell would he want people to think that? I mean, he just gave me a lot of
power right?”
Anne nodded hesitantly, “Well, he gave you a lot of power as a woman.
I mean, you are a woman and woman is here to serve man. And also man
needs to be careful of woman because you know, like Eve, it was her that
got everyone kicked out of the Garden of Eden. I mean, she talked with
the serpent and gave in to temptation and then led to corruption and
getting kicked out, so I mean, you are like the first woman. You see?”
Emma didn’t like the way the girl was sort of gloating while she
described the fall of man as woman’s fault. Was she proud of it? Did she
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actually believe that crap? “Ann, come on, you don’t actually think that
woman is created to serve man, do you?”
Anne nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, I do. I really do. I think God made
women from man so that he could have a helper. Do you know Emma, I
believe it so strongly that I once turned my back on the man I was in love
with because he wouldn’t let me be subservient to him? He wanted us to
be equals and that is not God’s plan.”
Emma was in total shock at the blithe way the girl said it. “Ann, that
makes no sense. If he told you to be equal, aren’t you obligated to be if
you are obligated to serve him as he wishes?”
Total confusion filled the girl’s face. Emma decided at that moment that
she would dedicate some time to righting this girl’s brain. Someone had
filled up her every brain cell with the most intolerable kind of crap. If she
could be saved from it, Emma vowed to do it. But right now was not the
time, as tempting as the idea was. She needed to know more. That was
the current mission.
“We’ll talk about this more. Okay, so what are people saying about all
this then? About me, I mean.”
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Anne snapped back to task easily. “Well, they say that you will be in
charge of the women. The Bishop is having some of the nearby buildings
cleaned out and made ready. One is for the women and one is for the
men.” Interesting. Why was he putting this kind of trust in her? But then,
she realized, it wasn’t he who had said this part. Hearsay.
“What about the men and women who want to live together? Is there
housing for them?” Emma had been wondering if people had begun to
pair up yet, this was a good way to approach it.
Anne shook her head. “Oh no Emma, the Bishop says that when the
time is right, people will be able to get married, but until then, we must
focus on God’s work.”
He had to know that he was setting himself up for rebellion if he denied
people the chance to get laid. Maybe they were accepting it now, when
the shock of arriving here was stronger than their biological compulsion to
hump like monkeys, but that wouldn’t last for long and it probably
created a dangerous situation for every woman who was by herself.
“Ann, you told Nick that I would take care of everything?” She needed to
know this so she could plan accordingly.
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“No Emma, I told Ben, the older guy. I don’t think he believed me. And
Emma, I think that you must be wrong. Ben is white, so why has he been
made a slave? I’ve been thinking about it and I think the Bishop is a good
man. Richard too. There must be another explanation.” Unbelievable.
Emma really did have her work cut out for her with this girl. It probably
didn’t do her any good to have her wandering around with explosive
information though.
“You are probably right Ann. Let’s forget about all that. Can you tell me
what else is happening with everyone?”
The girl described several petty rivalries that had come up between a
few of the women and how some of the men who were doing labor
intensive work had begun to grumble about the ease with which the
guards got to exist. She told how the work on the Cathedral was now
mostly aesthetic and how the wall around the park was progressing.
“…and now the Bishop has said that we need to build the wall faster
than before because some of the raiders actually attacked the guards in
the orchard …”
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Emma had been paying attention but had started to think of what she
needed to do to make her own position stronger when Anne mentioned
the raiders. She almost let it slip past without noticing it.
“Ann…whoa…hold on, did you say raiders?” Emma had to confirm she
had heard right.
“Yes, they’re terrible. At first everyone said they were just monkeys and
apes but on e of the women, Kristin, told me that when she was getting
water, she saw some of the guards coming back with some of them. She
said they were just normal people, but other people have told me that
Kristin lies and only made it up. She said that she saw them lock the men
up in one of the buildings and that they put the women with the slaves, I
mean, the prisoners.”
Of course, other people were organizing and had survived too. Trapped
amongst the Believers she had almost forgot that they had all appeared
on their own. Of course there were other people and other groups, the
question was, how were they organized and how many of them were
there.
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She decided at that moment that the vault was not as important as
getting to see more of this city she was in. She would take the Bishop and
the Believers to the vault.
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Chapter 7

Emma had time to wonder if she had made the right decision.
During the day, she had met with several of the Believer women and
found that on the whole, they were all fairly insane. Out of all that she
talked to, only one professed any sort of doubt about the course that the
Bishop had set them on. Of course, even Emma no longer voiced her
dissent. She had the chance to gain some real power here and the good
that she could do with it outweighed the good that would come about if
she rocked the boat.
There was a large part of her, however, that felt like a collaborator. Is
this what it was like for the Vichy French after Hitler invaded? Had they
hoped that they would be able to do more good by enmeshing
themselves in the dominant power structure than the resistance had been
able to do fighting it? She hoped that the course she had chosen was the
right one, but there was no way to know. She could always change her
mind later. In the meantime, she would try to ease the suffering of those
around her.
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She tried several times to start conversations with the men who she
encountered during the day, but they seemed to go out of their way to
avoid her. Those she was able to engage in conversation were courteous
but offered no answers to her questions. She looked for Richard or the
Bishop, but neither of them was anywhere to be found. The women told
her what they knew which was a combination of rumor and fact.
The number of new recruits had slowed to a trickle. Several small
groups had disappeared or left the Believers. Emma tried not to think
about concentration camps or mass executions, but knew that neither of
the men in charge would hesitate to kill those who were not with them
completely. You were either with them or you were against them. That
equated to being a Believer, a slave of the Believers, dead, or hopefully, a
part of something else. A raider.
From a distance, she was able to see that both Nick and Ben were still
slaves and still alive. She felt good about them being alive anyway. The
slaves were now to be housed in one of the buildings across from the
Cathedral. Emma thought it likely that they would be in the building with
guards posted where the Asian man was no longer lashed to the wall.
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She was filled with wonder as she looked at the various necessities that
the Believers had re-invented in this city that had nothing but buildings
and garbage cloth.
There were clothes, needles, thread, spears, daggers, knives,
wheelbarrows, picks, shovels, bags, shoes, bowls, cups, nets, whips,
ropes, and blankets. They had killed dogs, small pigs, birds, fish, and some
sort of rodent she didn’t recognize. They had found, in addition to the
apples and oranges, wheat, lettuce, carrots, blackberries, and a sort of
small banana. The Cathedral looked more like a Cathedral now than it had
when she awoke. Someone had built an alter and put a large rough
crucifix on it. She wondered when the Bishop would hold mass.
She didn’t have to wonder long. In the late afternoon, the Bishop and
Richard came into the Cathedral covered in sweat and looking particularly
upset about something. In addition to the room that Emma was staying in,
there were several more rooms that opened off behind the alter. The two
men and five of their most trusted warriors went into one of them in
quite a hurry. They stayed inside for about a half hour and then the they
all emerged at once. The Bishop came to Emma while the other six
dispersed in all directions on what seemed to be very urgent business.
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“Emma, please come back into the room so that I can have a word with
you.” He turned and she followed without a word. This was the way
Believer women behaved, not that she intended to conform that much,
but the situation seemed too immediate for her to offer any token
resistance now.
He looked around the room and then directly at her. She had expected
the urgency she had just witnessed to be in his face, but it was not. He
smiled.
“I am very happy to see you. You look like you have made great
progress in healing. The Lord truly loves you Emma. There is no doubt
about that.” If she had been able to, she would have slapped herself for
it, but she found herself blushing and bashful at this coy jerk’s smile and
kind words. Snap out of it girl. He is evil! And maybe that was a part of it…
in any event, she wanted to vomit all over herself as she responded.
“I’m happy to see you too Father. Is everything alright?” She knew
something was up, but was he going to tell her what it was?
“Actually, yes. Everything is working out perfectly. Emma, you may have
gotten a sense of this today, but I want you to know that you are going to
be to the women, what I am to the men. You are going to be their Mother
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Superior just as I am Confessor and Master to the men. You will answer to
no one except to me. I hope that this situation suits you?” She could
almost understand how Anne wanted so badly to believe him. There really
was something comforting about him, about his authority. She tried to
remind herself of the Vichy again as she looked in his face.
“I had gathered as much Father. Are you sure that I am the right woman
for the responsibility?” It was like playacting the role she had always truly
wanted. “I am willing to do as you say.”
“That is why you are perfectly suited to lead Emma.” What did that
mean? His words always sounded authentic even when they were
contradictory. “In a short while, we will be having our first General Mass.
Nearly all of the Believers will gather in the Cathedral and I will make
some announcements that will be shocking and even terrifying for many.
They will need you to provide warmth and comfort to them. And Emma,”
he moved closer to her. She was almost surprised as his arms went
around her and his mouth moved towards hers while finishing his
sentence, “…so will I.”
If she hadn’t of been so excited she would have been nauseated. As it
was, she was both. She kissed him back.
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Chapter 8

Emma wondered if the after sex glow she felt was visible to everyone
who looked at her. If so, the mass of Believers on the floor in front of the
alter probably thought it was a halo of holiness. She and Richard sat to
one side of the Bishop as he stood and talked from behind the alter to all
of his people, their people, she corrected herself.
Well, almost all of them. A dozen men were standing guard in front of
the building where the slaves were being held during the Bishop’s Mass.
Emma knew that she would have to find a way to escape soon. She was
disgusted with herself for giving in the Bishop’s advances, but she knew
that she would do so again. And again, and again. She also knew that with
each dalliance, she became less likely to betray him and more likely to
allow him to convince her that the propaganda he was spouting had any
basis in reality.
The Bishop had opened the meeting with a long prayer of questionable
value, she had been surprised to hear little of his hate mongering in it, but
realized that hatred was best spread through peer pressure and indirect
ccviii

The Hu Factor by Vago C. Damitio

reference. If you were too obvious about creating the ‘other’, people
might question how similar they themselves were to that being
persecuted. The Bishop was smart, he was skirting around the edges of his
racist theories of the Divine and allowing people to learn to hate on their
own.
“…and we ask you, oh Father, to continue to shed your blessings upon
us, your Believers, so that we might survive the ordeals and challenges
that lie ahead of us. And we thank You for these gifts you have bestowed
upon us and the Love you have shown us. We Praise Thy Name. Amen.”
Many of the Believers had been drawn to tears as the Bishop talked
about the loved ones they had left behind, the world they had left, and
the hardships they had thus far endured. There was a palpable feeling of
shared adversity that bonded everyone in the room to the man that stood
before them. Emma felt it, she hoped that other’s in the room were also
smart enough to realize that the Bishop was using a group psychology on
them and binding them in a different sort of rope than the slaves who
were secured across the street. The noise of sniffles and crying were
drowned out by a united answer to the Bishop’s Amen.
“AMEN!” It was thunderous. It was unanimous. It was terrifying.

209

AUTHOR NAME

Emma opened her eyes and saw worshipful looks being directed at the
Bishop, her, and Richard. Holy Cow! This was madness.
The Bishop now got to the meat and bones of this meeting.
“As some of you know, probably all of you,” the Bishop was deadly
serious, “ we are not the only people here. The forces of Evil have been
gathering and organizing even as we have tried to bring some beauty and
goodness into this world.” Emma thought again of the slaves across the
road and shuddered as the audience nodded.
“Today, these forces became more bold. Today, several of the people I
have heard called ‘Raiders’ tried to enter one of our orchards. I want you
all to rest easy though and know that not only were we able to repel
them, we were able to kill them.” A gasp went up from the audience.
Emma was certain that these Christian people would be as aghast as she
that the Bishop had not only claimed a wild orchard as their own, but now
had killed other’s who simply wanted some of the food it offered. She saw
the audience go still.
And then they began to applaud. She couldn’t believe this! They were
applauding murder. They were advocating hoarding of food and denial of
resources to anyone that was not them. They knew nothing of these
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people and now, they were cheering at the news of their death. It might
have been people they knew before the Sob, it might have been their
families. And still, here they were, applauding and cheering. The Bishop
said that these ‘Raiders’ were evil, so they must be.
“Because of the increasing aggressiveness of the Raiders, we are all
going to have to pull together and make some sacrifices. I know that the
Lord puts these challenges in front of us in order to test us and that he
will find us all willing to come together as Believers and to sacrifice
whatever we have to so that His will is done. It won’t be easy and I know
not everyone will be pleased at what we now have to do, but please
remember that God has given us everything before us and so we should
be willing to give him everything…and more.”
There was more applause. They were applauding him as he told them
that he was going to make their life more restrictive and demand more of
them. Emma saw people cheering who earlier in the day had complained
about the inequality between guards and workers. This was madness.
How was he doing this to them. Why were they allowing him to? Didn’t
they hear what he was saying?
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“As of tonight, we have constructed secure dormitories for the men and
women. The women will be housed in the buildings on the right side of
the Cathedral and the men will be housed in the buildings on the left side.
We are working on solving the problem of sewers and waste, for the
moment, we will all have to make due with things as they are. The doors
of both dormitories will be secured from the outside for your protection.
We are doing everything we can to make sure that you are safe. Your
safety is the priority of us all.”
More applause, slightly less this time. A man Emma had seen working
on the walls earlier now stood up.
“Who is securing the doors? Are we locked in?” There was a quiet pause
in the audience as the Bishop listened and then replied.
“Are you a Believer?” There was no other question the Bishop could
have asked that would have refuted the man so completely. There was
only one answer he could give.
“Of course I am.” The man wanted to say more, but dared not to. The
Bishop had more to say.
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“And that is why your are precious in the eyes of the Lord and of this
community.” The Bishop’s voice raised. “We who have been brought here
were chosen precisely because we are Believers. The Lord has chosen you,
my son, to hold his banner. He has chosen you to defend His Name, His
commandments, and His love for humanity. Is there anything that you
would not sacrifice for your God?”
“Of course not,” the worker was trapped. “Anything.”
“And that is the way that these Warriors and Guards amongst you feel
as well. Just as you work each day to make this community more secure,
they will work each night to protect you, all of you, from outside threats.
These men are willing to give their lives to protect you. They will face
whatever may come at you from the darkness, and they will lay down
their bodies in order to further the peace and security of the Lord. We all
make sacrifices and these men are willing, like all of you, I am sure, to
make the ultimate sacrifice.” The Bishop gestured to the outside walls of
the room where the guards and warriors stood.
Emma noted that the main body of Believers were surrounded by armed
men loyal to the Bishop and figured that this was not a coincidence. The

213

AUTHOR NAME

Bishop surprised her constantly and in the process filled her with more
and more terror of what was to come.
“So, is there any man or woman here that is not willing to make their
difficult job easier? By securing the population in the dormitories and
enacting a strict curfew, we ensure that these brave men will know who is
with them and who is against them. We must be certain that we can
recognize our enemies.” The man sat, in the audience he may have been
the only person who truly felt the threat of the Bishop’s words. The rest of
the crowd cheered as he informed them they would be locked up each
night. They clapped as he told them if they left the dormitories they
would likely be killed. They gave him more power even as he told them he
was taking away theirs.
The applause was deafening. Hallelujahs filled the air. Bile filled Emma’s
stomach.
The Bishop introduced Emma to the community at large.
“Now, I want you to know that the Lord has heard our cries and granted
us one who will soothe the woes of this harsh existence. Please, allow me
to introduce the woman who the Lord in his wisdom has sent before us to
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minister to our emotions and needs. Mother Emma, please stand so
everyone can see you.”
Emma was sure they had been able to see her fine. There was no
escaping it now. She was Vichy.
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Book V: Into the Mystic
Chapter 1

Ben had little faith in Ann. Her loyalty knew no bounds, meaning that
she didn’t realize where loyalty to one person or cause would limit her
ability to be loyal to another person or cause. Of course, she wasn’t alone
in that affliction. Most of the people Ben had known suffered from a
similar lack of understanding. Whether it was for a cause or a person,
people just didn’t seem to understand that standing on the fence was a
limiting move. If you allowed your values or loyalties to swing where the
wind blew the weathercock, you were certain to get struck by lightning.
His own thoughts on the matter allowed him a moment of escape as he
pushed the wheelbarrow back to where Samuel and Sutreyu were still
dismantling the walls of the apartment. Looking at Sutreyu, Ben was fairly
certain that this woman was wise enough to have a set moral stance. For
her, there would be no doubt about which side of the fence she lived
upon. He had heard that those who gained difficult wisdom in past lives
were reincarnated with that knowledge, he could almost believe that was
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the case with Sutreyu. Those hands of hers looked like they had lived a
thousand lives and none of them easy.
This life didn’t promise to get any easier either. They were forced to
work until the last bit of daylight had faded and given no time to rest or
communicate with one another outside of the barest essentials within
their small groups. Finally, several hours after Ben was certain that he was
going to die at any moment, they were escorted, one group at a time, to
the jail that had been prepared for them. This time, their hands and feet
were not tied as they were pushed into the dark building three and four
persons at a time.
Ben found himself stumbling over soft bodies in the darkness. A hand
grasped his arm and led him forward. In the darkness he could hear the
moans of people who had been worked until reaching a delirium and the
cries of people who had given up hope.
“Can you go on?” the voice in the dark asked him. It was familiar, but at
the present moment, he was unable to recognize it.
“Yes, I just need to let my eyes adjust to the darkness for a while. Is
there somewhere I can sit?”
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“Yes. I just wanted to get you away from the doorway. A lot of the
deranged and delirious have simply thrown themselves down at the first
spot they land, I am trying to get those who arrive out of the way so that
we can avoid stepping, sitting, and lying on each other.”
“Is there a way out?” Ben thought it was probably hopeless, but this
man seemed to have a handle on the present circumstances.
“Not that we have found yet, but I am glad to hear it is on your mind.
We cannot give up hope or we might as well give up life. Sit and rest,
allow your eyes to adjust, I will be back. When you are able, you can help
if you desire.”
Ben was too tired to argue and he sank onto the cold stone floor. The
voice of the man who had led him was very familiar, he just couldn’t place
it in the darkness. He would know soon enough. He waited for others to
be led to where he sat, but no one came. He could still hear people, but
they were somewhat muffled and off in the distance. It was blackness
where he sat and his eyes were slow to adjust. Who had it been that led
him here?
He would wait for a few minutes and if no one came, then he would
seek out the people he knew. He heard more prisoners being shoved into
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the building, but from where he now sat, he could not see where the
action was taking place. It was in front of him, but muffled as if he had
been led to another room.
With a concentrated effort, he pulled his aching body back up and began
to feel his way around the walls. Amazingly, he could find no exit. The
walls were a smooth plaster under his hands with no break in them. There
were no windows, no doorways, and no corners. He kept going, knowing
that he had been led into the room and so there must be a way out of the
room. He certainly hadn’t been led through any crawlspaces or narrow
doorways. He had been led through an open and breezy room.
He listened again to the noise coming from the other rooms. Now it
sounded as if it were all around him and yet coming through walls. Ben
pounded on the wall and heard a similar pounding repeated from the
other side.
“Can you hear me?” He yelled into the plaster.
The voice on the other side responded but he could not make out the
words. He began to move around the room again feeling high and low for
some sort of joint or doorway or movable section of wall. He could find
nothing.
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His pounding on the wall always yielded a response, but never one that
he was able to quite make out. Where was the man who had led him
here? Who had it been? Why had he been placed in this solitary
confinement?
As he thought of solitary confinement, his thoughts, as they had often
done lately turned to Vlad, the man he had first encountered here. It was
only then that he realized who it was that had brought him here. The
voice that had been talking to him was Vlad’s!
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Chapter 2

As mystified as Ben was by hearing Vlad’s voice and suddenly finding
himself trapped in an empty room, Ben was too exhausted to stay awake
and ponder the added strangeness to his already stranger than he ever
would have thought possible reality. With the exception of the short time
he had been inventing for the Believers, he had been in a state of
constant stress and motion since the Sob. Even the time he had spent
creating had been stressful and anxious, but it seemed positively relaxing
in retrospect. He hadn’t been trying to escape a building, being chased by
dogs, or doing a slave’s work at that time. By comparison, it was Paradise.
He lay down on the floor and put his head on his arm. In seconds he was
asleep, if he had had a pillow, his would have never been conscious of his
head hitting it. Ben fell into the slumber that only the tired, hungry, and
enslaved can know. Sleep was the only liberty he had now and there was
no guarantee how long he would be able to escape into it.
Ben soon found that he was no longer alone. He was no longer in the
circular stone walled room. It was no longer night. It was no longer dark.
221

AUTHOR NAME

And he was no longer allowed to close his eyes and be free of the world
that had been borne after the Sob had taken them from everything they
knew.
Ben was sitting on a stone stairway that led thousands of steps upward
and thousands of steps downward. He could see a haze of pollution that
was trapped beneath an inversion layer below him. The steps led into it.
He looked upward and saw a white palace far beyond him. The steps
faded before the palace, but he was certain that it was where they led. To
his right and left, ragged cliffs and sparse yellow grass prevented any
choice other than up the stairs or down the stairs.
The seemingly impossible terrain had obviously been conquered by
someone however as Ben saw giant words written in Chinese characters
painted on sheer cliff faces. He had always appreciated the beauty of the
script but never seen it with such understanding before. The script itself
was balanced without symmetry and consisted on long columns of bright
red characters providing some sort of message to travelers on this vast
stairway he stood upon.
“ I thought you might be able to read the characters,” a woman’s voice
said from behind him. “Do you know what it means?”
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He turned and saw Sutreyu standing where she had not been a moment
before. She was several steps below him and smiled at him as he turned.
She was not wearing the garbage cloth he had last seen her in, but instead
was shrouded in a vast red silk gown that flowed around her like a
thousand gossamer veils.
“Sutreyu?” he gasped.
“Yes. I told you I would find a way to talk to you. Is this suitable?” She
spoke calmly and evenly.
“Where are we?” A part of him knew he was in a dream, but still, he
wanted to know where he was, what this place around him was. It was
not familiar.
“It is not important, but I will tell you that we are somewhere between
the birthplace of Lao Tzu and Confucius between the Earth and Heaven
and between Sleep and Wakefulness. What you see is China in the
Shangxi Province, but really it is not where we are Ben. Can you read the
characters?” Her voice was soothing and insistent.
Ben turned and looked to the cliff face again. As he focused on the
characters, he could read meaning into them. “A drunken man who falls
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from a wagon, is bruised but not destroyed. His bones are like the bones
of other men, but his fall is different. His spirit is entire. He is not aware of
getting into a wagon or falling out of one.”
She sounded pleased. “That’s right. It’s a story from Lau Tzu. I want you
to remember it. It will be important. We must climb the stairs Ben. There
is more that I need to show you.”
Ben began to climb aware that in his waking life he was breaking bricks
and in his sleep he was climbing never ending stairways. His body did not
feel fatigue though, instead, he felt invigorated and completely renewed.
It was wonderful. Somehow, he knew that asking if this were real would
not get him an answer. He looked ahead to the steps and the palace that
they led to.
Sutreyu spoke to him as they climbed. “It is the palace of Guanyin. She
has many names throughout the world, she is the Goddess of Mercy and
Healing. For thousands of years, pilgrims in China have climbed these
steps when they were in need of favors from her. She can offer
compassion to those who suffer, mercy to those who are condemned, and
health to those who are sick.”
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“Why am I going to see her?” Ben found himself unwilling to contain all
of the questions that filled him.
“You are not going to see her. You are simply becoming aware of her.”
Sutreyu continued, “What you are going to see, though, is important and
you must not doubt it later.”
The steps seemed to continue on forever. A short way above them there
was a huge marble archway that stood over the stairway. It was visible
over a rise where the stairs leveled and disappeared from view. “What is
that?” he asked.
“It is what you are here to see,” she whispered. “It is the first of the
gateways one must pass through in order to reach the Heavenly City.”
“But I thought you said that these stairs lead to the Palace of Guanyin?”
He could see the archway now. It was white but similar to the Japanese
Toraji Gates that were used to separate the sacred from the profane. He
had seen pictures of them in tracts that he used to publish for Buddhist
missionary societies.
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“They do. Eventually. But, if one wants to visit the Gods, one must pass
certain obstacles. You must figure out how to pass this gate Ben.” She
sounded like she was further back.
He turned and confirmed that she was now walking away from him,
down the stairs.
“Hey, where are you going? I thought you said you were going to tell me
about the other people? What about the people besides the Believers?”
He considered following her, but something told him that he needed to
do as she said.
“Ben, I can only tell you this much. Just as slaves are not allowed in
Heaven, one must have freedom to join the Free. Guanyin is above,
looking down, but she will not bestow her gifts upon those who are not
worthy. Think of this and all you have learned and you will find your way.”
She was continuing down the stairs still.
“But where are you going? Why are you going down the stairs?” He
needed to understand, why she would send him up and then return down
them.
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She stopped, turned, and smiled at him again. “What was it your friend
said to you? When you are ready, you can help if you desire. These are
wise words. As for me, I am ready and I have to go downward so that I can
bring other’s up.” She turned and walked away from him again. He
watched until she disappeared into the mist.
Ben began to climb the stairs again. He reached the first gate and tried
to pass beneath it. He took one step and felt the newfound buoyancy in
his limbs disappear. The next step brought back all of the exhaustion he
had felt before sleeping. He struggled to take the further step necessary
to pass beneath the gate and felt himself weighted further. He could
sense something above him, a massive force, crushing him further and
further into the ground until he was left with his tired and battered body
lying exhausted on a stone floor for a dreamless night of much needed
rest.
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Chapter 3

Ben was shaken awake by Nick the next morning. The tall man’s dark
features looked relieved as Ben opened his eyes. Truth to tell, Ben was a
little relieved too. He knew where he was, sort of. His eyes took in the
pale light coming from around and under the rough wooden door the
Believers had hung to fill the empty door frame, and then he surveyed the
room he was in.
He was in a small room perhaps twenty feet long by twenty five feet
wide. All around him, the slaves of the Believers sat against walls or lay
prone on the floor. He could still hear the moans of those who had
suffered the most the day before at the hands of their captors. Except for
the door he had been shoved through, there were no exits from the
room. The walls and ceiling were solid stone. He was lying just a few
inches inside the doorway.
“How did I get in here Nick?” Nick looked at him curiously and then
answered.
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“The same way we all got in here Ben. You were led from where you
were working to the doorway and then you were shoved in. You fell into
the room and have been unconscious ever since…”
Ben shook his head like an angry bull. “No, I mean how did I get back in
here, Vlad took me…” He stopped when he saw the look on Nick’s face
change from concern to pity. Vlad was dead. “I’m sorry Nick, I’m okay, I
just had these dreams that were…they were so real.”
“I’ve had them too Ben,” Nick said. “The dreams of the other world
seem so much more real than the nightmare of this one. This is a life that I
never thought I would see. I left a country of superstition as a child and
have devoted myself to science and rational thought ever since. I never
thought to associate my situation with the issues of slavery or prejudice,
the academic circles I moved in were color blind. I considered racist ideas
to be a thing of the past that would disappear and yet, here, I find that
they are instead shaping my future, and shaping it badly, if I do say so. I
would much rather believe in my dreams.”
Ben had sat up. He could see Samuel across the room, leaning against
the wall as he did some sort of exercise. Perhaps Nick was right, he simply
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wanted to be free of this world. He simply wanted to be free. That was
more accurate.
“We’ve got to get out of here Nick. Anne told me that Emma was going
to take care of everything for us, but I don’t think we can count on that.
At some point, we need to make a move and we need to do it sooner
rather than later. This might be the only time we have to plan anything.
Have you talked with others? You need to fill me in.”
Ben was surprised at the urgency that leapt into his actions. He looked
for other people he knew. He could see Adam, Haruka, Abdullah, and
Samuel all sitting near one another. That was where he needed to be.
Nick spoke as he stood up. “Most of us slept like the dead last night Ben.
I would guess that yesterday was more work than anyone here has ever
been forced to do. It was exhausting both mentally and physically. It is
only now people are starting to awake.”
“And awake them we must, Nick. There are other people and other
groups out there and we need to find them.” Whether his dreams were
the stuff or fantasy or reality, they had served to remind him that the
Believers were not the only option for society in Purgatory. The message
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of his dream was one of hope and action. Ben felt an urgent need to earn
his freedom or to die trying.
He moved to where Samuel sat. Nick followed. Haruka’s eyes watched
them approach and he tapped Abdullah and pointed to them. As they
came nearer, Adam scooted closer too.
“Well, it looks like something is on your mind Ben.” Adam’s tone was
friendly but wary. Ben realized that he had his face set in a grim
expression and that he had marched over here with a purpose and
direction that probably looked slightly alarming to these men. He took a
breath, tried to relax his face, and smiled. Grimly.
“Morning Adam. Abdullah.” He nodded to them and to each of the
others. “Haruka, Samuel.” Several other men and women had
approached closer as the energy of this meeting spread like an electric
current in saltwater. From the corner or his eye, Ben saw that Sutreyu had
joined them. He didn’t dare turn to look at her.
“Folks,” he said in his best impression of a leader-like voice, “things have
gone from bad to worse and somehow I don’t think they are going to get
any better. I don’t know all of you or how most of you came to be here,
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but I do know that these aren’t the only people in this world. They can’t
be.”
“They’re not.” The woman who said it was a tall dirty blond. By dirty
blond, Ben didn’t mean the color of her hair, it was blond as corn silk. The
woman was filthy. She was crusted with dirt and grime. Ben couldn’t tell
anything about her because she was so dirty and blended into the dim
light so well. “Across the river there is at least one other group. They’re at
least as big as this group. And there are probably other’s too.”
Everyone was looking at her. Ben hadn’t seen her before. “Are you sure
of this, Miss…?”
“You bet your bazooka, I’m sure. And the name is Leah, no Miss
attached, just Leah. Yeah, I’m positive.” She was tall. At least as tall as Ben
at five foot ten inches. She moved closer to the group, her hair was
starting to form filthy dreadlocks and she wore no clothes. The only cover
she had was that of the mud she wore like a garment.
“But how can you be so sure they are there?” It was Nick that asked her
this time.
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Leah laughed. “Because I’m one of em, or at least I was until yesterday.
We set up a camp outside of the city but Bridger, that’s the guy in charge,
figured we should send out scouting parties to see if there were other
people or if we could find supplies. We sure as hell didn’t expect to get
jumped by your Believers.”
“How many of you are there? Are there others here?” Haruka was
looking around the room.
Leah shook her head. “Fraid not. There were five of us and I don’t know
what happened to the others. I just hope that some of ‘em got away so
that they could tell Bridger.”
Ben jumped back in the conversation. Things were feeling much
improved for him suddenly. “Do you think Bridger will come looking for
you? Do you think he will send search parties to find you?”
Leah again shook her head no. “No way. We had to convince him that
we should come into the city in the first place. He won’t send more
people, but if we can reach him, these Jesus freaks won’t dare try to
follow us. It’ll be a massacre.”
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Abdullah spoke for the first time. “That, I would like to see. I would pay
money for it.” Some of the others laughed in agreement with him.
“So there it is folks. We’ve go to escape. It’s the only option.”
“Do you have a plan?” Haruka was leaning forward, definitely
interested. It was at this point that Ben realized he didn’t have a plan. So
far, he had only intended to find out if he could count on the help of these
others. There was no doubt about that now.
Ben felt slightly ashamed of himself as he said no. Haruka didn’t seem to
mind. He leaned forward further and said in a whisper. “I have one,
tonight when they bring us back here…”
But that was as far as he got. Suddenly bright light flooded into the
chamber and a cruel voice yelled “Okay Sleeping Beauties, rise and shine.
First group out by the count of three or you get a lash for every second
you miss it by.”
There was no more time to speak. It was time to work.
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Chapter 4

Ben had never before lived with such an important anticipation. The
only two people among the slaves that he was going to encounter on this
day were Samuel and Sutreyu and both of them revealed that they knew
nothing of Haruka’s plan when Ben found a moment to ask them. In a
moment when the overseer escorted Samuel and the wheelbarrow from
the room, Ben had asked Sutreyu if she knew what Haruka was planning.
She smiled at him and softly said “No.” He considered asking her
whether she had visited him in his dream but he was dissuaded by the
sound of the guard returning. There was a part of him that desperately
wanted to ask and another part that was afraid of hearing the same soft
‘No’ she had just spoken. At the moment, he needed to believe that
something had happened last night. That combined with what the girl
Leah had revealed this morning, left him with a feeling of destiny. It was
exhilarating.
Throughout the day, Samuel would take three cart loads to the areas
where the wall was under construction and then Ben would take one.
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Ben considered lodging a protest about this being unfair to his big
companion, but in a rare moment of selfish rationalism decided that given
the present constraints, it was as fair as could be hoped for.
After a seeming eternity of labor, Ben again had a brief second with
Sutreyu. Having spent far too many hours alone with his labor and his
thought, he could not restrain himself from asking that which he needed
to know.
“Sutreyu? Did you visit me in my sleep last night?” He whispered it,
hoping the guard would not return before he could get an answer.
Her laughter startled him.
“Silly man. I sat by your motionless body for hours to make sure that no
one stepped on it.” He wasn’t sure whether to feel relief of
disappointment. She went on. “It was as if you were a drunk that has left
this world for another. Are you drinking again, my friend? Would you like
me to load you into the cart when Samuel returns?”
He had started to turn back to his work as she said it. He wheeled about,
but she was already working at prying three large bricks from each other
with a sharp piece of stone. He thought to speak but swallowed the
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thought. She had answered him. There was a part of him that knew to
stop asking.
It was funny. It was something he had always sensed but never
completely understood. Life always gave you the answers you wanted. If
you wanted to know something, the answer was usually as plain as day.
The problem for most folks was that they wanted more direct answers
than life was willing to give them. That was what he had seen drive more
sane people to the brink of insanity than any other situation, demanding
answers from a universe that had already granted them in its own
language.
There was no more time to talk. On one of his turns at the
wheelbarrow, he saw Emma walking through the dusty streets wearing
what looked like the first real clothes he had seen. A sharp pang of
disappointment stabbed him as he realized that she had been sucked into
the cult like community of Believers, but he was lifted by the thought of
these people Leah had spoken of. A group living in a wilderness beyond
the river and led by a man named Bridger. Yes, reality spoke a language
that was obvious to those who listened.
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Ben’s dreams of the night before remained clear in his mind. He tried to
make sense of their meanings. A room with no exit where one was forced
to walk in circles. A stairway that offered a painful way up or an easy way
down. A changed way of seeing things that left one unaware but unable
to be affected by the immediate. He had been lost among the meanings
of his existence, but the symbols had been powerful.
A prisoner leading him to confinement, a leader directing him up while
she went down, and a rite of passage that demanded more than he could
give. For just a moment, Ben considered these messages and the life he
had lived, a voice screamed in his brain, overcoming his thoughts of the
past and present. “You are ALIVE!” the voice shouted. “For all of your days
you have searched for meaning and reason. For all of your existence you
have sought that which is fulfilling. For once in your life, you are not
simply counting one more day that you are not dead. YOU ARE ALIVE!”
The voice was his own voice. Furthermore, the voice was right. As
much as he detested his present conditions, he would not trade them for
a year of time in the world the Sob had removed him from. He had spent
his entire life searching for something that made his efforts meaningful
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and in slavery, he had found it. Nothing he had ever done held as much
importance as freeing himself from bondage.
For now, he would work, but tonight….he would find what freedom
truly meant.
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Chapter 5

Something was happening with the Believers. There was at least an hour
of daylight left but suddenly, the crew bosses had demanded that they
finish up one more load and then they would be escorted back to the
prison room. Ben hoped that nothing had gone wrong with Haruka or the
plan he had put together. Ben chuckled to himself as he reminded himself
that he had not heard the man’s plan, for all he knew, the plan was to
simply run as fast as they could.
Apparently though, he hadn’t exactly laughed silently. The overseer
moved closer to where he had just dropped bricks into the wheelbarrow.
“Is there something you think is funny? Huh scum? You find something
amusing here?”
Ben could honestly say that he didn’t find any of this the least bit
amusing, but he didn’t think the guard was willing to listen to his
explanation.
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“I choked on some dust,” he lied, hoping that this would sound
reasonable.
“You’re going to choke on something else soon faggot.” The guards club
smashed into Ben’s side. Ben felt the wind leave him and struggled to stay
standing. The other two armed men watching them laughed.
“I think you knocked that one out of the park Sanders. Nice hit.” Ben
saw that they were both eying Samuel. The big man kept working in a
methodical way. He was rocking a large brick wall back and forth, it
looked like it would fall soon.
Sanders wasn’t through with Ben though. “You’re not laughing now are
you? You atheist piece of trash.” Ben saw the club raised again. In the
corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of Sutreyu. For some reason, it was
that moment that he remembered the words he had seen written on the
cliff. As he felt the club coming down, he allowed his body to crumble
under him. Rather than hitting a body that resisted, the club hit a body
that moved with it. It hurt less but looked far more spectacular to the
watching goons.
“Oh, that hurt. Ouch. Nice one Sanders. I bet you broke something
there.” Ben went down and stayed down. Seconds later, the wall Samuel
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was pushing fell. It created noise, dust, and most importantly distraction.
Sutreyu moved to where Ben was lying on the ground. “Stay down. It is
not time yet. Stay on the ground.” Her voice was calm.
Ben saw a brick come flying from the dust and catch Sanders in the
face. The crunch of his nose breaking was explosive. Ben saw a blossom of
blood come from the man’s face. He screamed in pain just as Samuel flew
onto him with his fists moving like pounding pistons. Ben tried to pull
himself up but was still incapacitated from Sander’s club and now
weighted down by the body of Sutreyu. He watched as the whip and club
of the goons lashed out at Samuel.
Ben desperately wanted to help. He managed to pull himself up on all
fours with Sutreyu lying on top of his back. He stumbled to his feet and
moved towards the violence managing to shake off the woman on his
back.
He watched as one of the goons wrapped his whip around Samuel’s
neck and grabbed the lash end like a garrote. The other goon hit Samuel
again and again until finally, just as Ben was ready to launch himself to the
big man’s defense, he let go of Sanders and was pulled backwards by his
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tightly wrapped neck. The goon with the club looked at Ben with the club
ready to hit him.
“Back off old man. This has gone far enough. We don’t want to have to
hurt you anymore.” He looked at Samuel who was gasping for breath and
turning a bluish color. “And we’d like to let your friend here breathe.”
Ben stepped backwards to where Sutreyu was pulling him. He saw
Sanders lifting himself from the pile of rubble that Samuel had tackled him
on. The man’s face was covered in blood and he was unrecognizable. He
wiped the blood from his eyes and grabbed his club. He looked at Ben
menacingly and then smiled through the blood as he brought the club up
over his head. Ben stepped back a further step.
Sanders smile broadened as he turned and brought the heavy club down
with full force on Samuels head. Ben could see that the other guards were
as shocked by Sander’s action as he was. The two let go of Samuel and
moved to where Ben and Sutreyu were now forced to watch as what had
been Samuel’s head was turned into a bloody pulp of flesh.
There was nothing they could do. If they moved, the other two guards
were ready to do the same to them. Sanders finally ripped the garbage
cloth from Samuel’s lifeless body and wiped his blood drenched face and
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hands clean. There was still blood everywhere, but now he looked like a
person again. A sick psychotic person covered with brains and blood.
“Take these two to the prison cell. I’ve got to get myself cleaned up
before the Bishop’s Mass.”
The other two guards did as Sanders told them. Once again, Ben and
Sutreyu were shoved into the cell room, this time however, Samuel was
not with them. Ben could only hope that Haruka’s plan would work, if it
didn’t, he had a feeling they were all going to die.
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Chapter 6

In his fifty two years, Ben had never seen anything like the brutal
murder of Samuel. Somehow, he had convinced himself that terrible
brutality only existed on television or in popular media. He had seen
people die, Vlad for instance, and others while he was in the service. In
the two years he spent in Vietnam, he had seen men blown up, shot, and
burned. Somehow, the fact that it had been war had made it less terrible
than Sanders bludgeoning Samuel to death. Ben had barely known the
man, but he wished he had. The man’s actions showed his nature. He
hadn’t had to attack the guard. He could have let him keep hitting Ben.
Ben realized how close he had come to having his ticket punched. If it
hadn’t of been Samuel, it might well of been him. He sat in the dark room,
no delirium to help him escape this time. He and Sutreyu were the first of
the slaves to be brought back. The small woman sat next to him on the
wet floor. The room was fetid with the stench twenty people’s bodily
function from the night before. Most of them had tried to go in the
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corners, but it was everywhere. There was no escaping it, not without
escaping.
Sutreyu began to speak. “I know that you probably feel like you should
have helped him Ben, but there was nothing you could have done. It was
his time. He knew that when he made the decision. Each of us is faced in
each instant with the choice of our actions. Do we do it, or do we not?
There is only one answer.”
“There is only one right answer when we look backward, you mean.”
Ben felt bitter towards her for stopping him from assisting Samuel. If she
had not weighted him down, he may have drawn some of the blows
himself.
“If you prefer to think of it like that, yes. But there are other ways of
thinking. Me, for instance, I had the feeling that keeping you alive was
more important than trying to save Samuel. You may not like it, but I
made the decision and now we are both stuck with it. The truth is that I
feel like my decision was already made before I even thought of it, that is
one of the views that is different from the way you are thinking of things.”
“You are arguing against free will? You think that all of this is
predetermined?” Ben had always considered himself one of Locke’s blank
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slaters. He felt that each human being was born with a blank slate that
would be filled by the course of their actions. He believed in free will and
had never understood why anyone would disempower themselves by
believing otherwise.
“One has to think beyond the body if one wants to understand the full
ramifications of free will. Ben, if you pick up a rock with your right hand,
are you then able to pick up something else with the same hand?”
“No. I mean, I could drop what is in my hand..”
“But the fact is that you are no longer able to make the choice to pick
something up without making a different choice before hand. Does that
mean that you no longer have free will?”
“Of course not, I still have the choice of my action…”
“Yes, but that choice is limited by actions you have already made. If you
choose to go outside without your shoes, you can no longer choose to put
them on if they are inside without making a choice or a series of choices in
between the present and the action you want to take in the future. You
still have free will, but you are limited by both the time and the space of
the actions you have already chosen.”
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“Yes, I understand that, but there is a point where you make an initial
choice…”
“Do you really think that? Have you ever thought about what you are
saying would mean? If each human starts as a blank slate and then as
time moves forward creates a narrower and narrower set of choices for
themselves, doesn’t it mean that your entire life is determined by the
choices you made when you were an infant or a toddler?”
“Well, you could look at it that way, but parents have something to do
with those early decisions. They are really more responsible for our young
choices than we are…”
“So, you want to believe that you have free will, but only over the
course your children’s lives will take? Do you really give your parents all
the credit and all of the blame for the person you have become?”
Ben was stumped. He had painted himself into a corner. He could
continue to argue, but he had lost faith in the belief he had so ardently
believed just moments before. Just like that, a lifetime belief of thinking
each person was responsible for making themselves had been shattered.
He was at a loss and he had spent years learning that when you find
yourself at a loss for understanding or words, it was best to stop arguing
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and start listening. Had he figured that out himself or was it something his
parents had told him?
“Ben, have you ever considered that maybe the soul is something that
inhabits the body but that is not dependent on it? These people who have
us held captive, they have focused all of their belief and energy on a
flawed picture of the soul existing within the body and then leaving this
plane of existence when the body is no longer functioning. They see life as
a one way ticket with no starting point and one of two destinations. Have
you ever asked yourself what the starting point might be?”
Ben was appreciative of her questions. His mind was still aware of what
he had just witnessed, but was occupied with solving the riddles that
Sutreyu put before him.
“Do you mean reincarnation?” he asked.
“In a way, yes. Have you ever considered that maybe the first influence
on your decision making was not your parents, but maybe it was actually
you. I don’t mean the you that is growing older each day, the you that has
worldly goals, the lusty you. I mean, you. Y-O-U. The you that is still there
if you imagine your body disappearing. Do you really think that when your
body dies, you disappear?”
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Ben felt goose bumps appear on his arms as he thought of Vlad leading
him to a room that didn’t exist. Was that what he had experienced ? Was
it Vlad without the body of Vlad? His thoughts turned inward until he
realized that Sutreyu was still talking.
“…and that was when I knew that I must travel to the temple of
Guanyin.” Her words brought him back to the steps he had seen her on in
his dream.
“Did you say you went to the temple of Guanyin?” he asked “Up all the
stairs and through the gates?”
She smiled. “Yes. I know. It is a place you know of. I will start again. I
want you to pay attention Ben. There is something in my past that tells
me that I must tell you this story now. It is something that you need to
hear.”
Ben nodded. He decided to do as she asked and save his questions for
later. She began again.
“In my life, I was drawn to the stars. As a child, they would tell me
stories as I looked at them. I could see pictures of things that had
happened and things that were still in the future. Not long ago, I began to
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see images that were unfamiliar and not in a form that I could
understand. I saw the things that I considered important in my life
disappear and I knew that a sort of death would be coming soon, not just
for me, but for many. I saw suffering and hardship in the sky and it was
then that I decided to make the long journey from my village near Chengdu to the palace of Guanyin and the Holy Mountain.”
“It took me months of travel on foot, begging as I went for the food that
sustained me. Finally, I reached Mount Taishan and began the pilgrimage
up the six thousand, six hundred, and sixty-six steps that would lead me to
the Heavenly City. In the Heavenly City I was met by the Priestesses of
Guanyin who led me and other’s who had seen the same signs to the
Temple of the Goddess, where it sat surrounded by clouds. For two
weeks, our numbers grew until there were fifty of us, old women who had
seen the signs in the stars that led us there.”
Ben was startled by her words. “But you are not an old woman. I doubt
you are more than twenty?”
Sutreyu laughed and held up her hands. “No, Ben. You are wrong. These
hands have held five generations of my descendants. I have buried
husbands, sons, and grandsons who died before I. Guanyin is indeed
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merciful, for she has granted me a new youth, but left these hundred year
old hands to remind me of the folly of thinking one’s existence is taking
place only in one body.”
Ben said no more. “I told you there are other people here Ben. I do not
mean that there are other people like you or me. There are other people
who are like those that brought you here. There are other people who are
watching everything we do and evaluating our actions. I will tell you Ben, I
have seen the stars here.”
Ben remembered seeing them too. Looking up at the billions of stars
overhead after he and Vlad had gained an exit from the first building. He
had seen the stars here too.
Sutreyu went on. “I have spent this lifetime and many others studying
the stars and their positions in the night sky Ben. I have watched lives
unfold and destinies revealed in them. I know them better than I know
these wrinkled old hands and I tell you now, that the stars that will shine
above us tonight, are not the stars of the world we have known.”
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Chapter 7

Soon after this, the rest of the slaves began to be shoved into the cell.
Ben greeted those he knew and watched anxiously for Haruka. Abdullah
was one of the first to join them. He too was impatient to find out the
details of Haruka’s plan. Ben’s group was not the only one to suffer
increased brutality at the hands of the guards.
Abdullah told Ben that he had seen a group working near him being
attacked and beaten by at least ten of the Believers. When he had tried to
move closer to where the violence was happening, he was repeatedly
whipped. Ben thought of the frustration he felt when using the
wheelbarrow he had invented and realized it must be nothing compared
to what Abdullah felt when he was bitten by the whips he had shown the
Believers how to make.
“I did not see who it was they were beating. I believe that it may have
been Adam and his group, but I cannot be certain.” Abdullah, like Ben,
stood. It felt as if the two men were so ready to be free that they could
not waste a moment to sit and rest their weary and beaten bodies. “My
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friend,” Abdullah said to him, “have you considered what we should do if
Haruka does not return? Have you thought of what we should do if his
plan is not one which we can execute?”
Ben nodded. It appeared he was not the only one who had been
thinking they needed an alternative plan.
“Yes,” he said. “This plan really should be credited to Samuel. They killed
him today.” Abdullah’s eyes widened, but he said nothing. He was not
surprised by the news. Ben continued “I am amazed that none of us have
attempted this already, but these walls around us…we work all day
knocking down walls that are similar. I realize that we have no tools in
here, but I think that if we all were to push on one of these walls, we
could not only knock it down on whoever stood outside of it, but we could
also use the pieces of it to smash their faces in.” It was not an elegant
plan, but short of running out the doorway and being hit one at a time, it
was the best that Ben had been able to come up with.
Abdullah put his arm on Ben’s shoulder affectionately. “It will be nice if
we don’t have to try. Let us hope that Haruka’s plan involves
less….uncertainty.”
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Haruka’s group was the last to be shoved into the cell. Haruka himself
was shoved particularly hard and did a face plant into the ground. His
hands pushed up from under him and he lifted himself up. The grin on his
face was huge. He pulled himself to a sitting position and dusted the soil
and waste from his arms. Like most of the men, Haruka wore nothing but
a simple waistcloth. He wiped his hands on it.
Abdullah, Ben, and all the other’s gathered around him. By this point all
of the slaves knew that tonight was the night they were going to leave.
Ben wondered if that meant that the Believers knew it too. The Bishop
was cagey enough to have put an informant among them, but would he
have. Ben looked around the room, wondering if one of them were really
a Believer and if so who? And why?
There had been fifteen men and seven women. Ben knew Sutreyu,
Haruka, Adam, Nick, Abdullah, and now Leah. He was also familiar with
several of the other men, Singh, Kim, Bill, Lee, Dennis, Remy, and Thomas.
He was fairly certain that none of them were Believers. The other five
women were Jennifer, Freya, Loren, Mary, and Emby. For some reason,
Ben felt confident that the Bishop would not have sent a Believer woman
among them. He looked to the other men. He should really be looking for
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someone that was white. The Bishop had already convinced some of the
whites from the inventor group to join him, what was to say he hadn’t
convinced one more? Out of the three men left, tow of them were white
and one was Asian. Fred, Steve, and Soc. Ben didn’t think any person of
color would possibly work against them, so that left Fred and Steve. Ben
looked closely at the two men. They were sitting together in the corner
speaking quietly, was it possible they were both working for the
Believers?

Ben stopped himself. It had only been a moment’s speculation, but he
could already see how dangerous it was. Maybe Fred and Steve were
whispering about how they thought Ben was the informer. Speculation
and suspicion would get him nowhere. It would get all of them nowhere.
The worst part was that Ben knew it would not go away. He was certain
that he was not the only one to have thought of it and he knew that ideas
form rumors and rumors do not disappear easily. They simply increase.
If the Believers wanted them to destroy themselves, all they had to do
was put them in a room and wait for accusations and suspicions to fly.
They had to escape now.
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“Haruka, do you have a plan?” Ben knew that he sounded as desperate
as he felt. There was no time to waste. Waiting would only make them
weaker both physically and mentally.
Haruka turned to him and nodded. He was young, probably not even
thirty yet. He licked his lips and then began. “These people that hold us
are fools. They are so certain of their own superiority that they have made
many mistakes. Have you seen any technology aside from what we gave
them?”
No one had. Everyone was now gathered around Haruka. He stayed
sitting, most stood or knelt near him. Steve and Fred were visible in the
back of the group, listening but not coming too near. They were definitely
outsiders. Ben couldn’t help watching them as the whole group began to
interact.
“That’s right. They have been too busy building and making us build to
have any further innovations. Abdullah, they use your whips and they use
clubs, but these are primitive weapons. I think they have intentionally
kept us low in number and I wonder what has happened to those who
have spoken for us. I don’t think it can be good. Basically, all they have
over us, is numbers. Numbers and the innovations that we gave them.”
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Everyone nodded. Ben was thinking to himself that numbers and some
weapons were always superior to no numbers and no weapons. Did he
have a plan or didn’t he? Haruka must have seen the look of impatience
on Ben’s face.
“Don’t worry. I have a plan, but I hate to give away all my secrets at
once. You never know who might be listening.” He looked around the
room knowingly. So, Ben had been right, he wasn’t the only one thinking
of infiltrators. Now it was certain that everyone was thinking the same
thing.
“We need to act fast. We must act now.” Ben couldn’t believe that he
was the only one who felt impatient for action. “What is your plan?”
Haruka laughed. “My plan? Do you really want me to tell you my plan?”
Now he stood and moved towards Ben. Ben braced himself for a further
attack, but Haruka only came close to his face. “My plan Ben, is that we
break down that door and run as fast as we can. I suggest that we do it
right now.”
For a moment, Ben thought Haruka was joking, but somehow the smell
of the man’s bad breath blowing warmly in his face felt far too serious to
allow him to be joking. In the same tone, Ben replied “That sound’s good
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Haruka, but why don’t we break down the entire wall and then kill as
many of those goons as we can.”
It was like a current was running through the room. Adam stepped
forward, it was obvious that he had taken a severe beating. He held out
his hand between the two men.
“And let’s not forget, the Bishop needs to die!”
All hands were thrown into the center and it was all they could do to
keep from cheering.
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Chapter 8

Over the next forty five minutes, Ben learned more about hand to hand
combat than he would have ever thought possible. Haruka demonstrated
the most vulnerable targets on most humans. He had placed himself in
front of the door, thereby limiting access to anyone who might have
wanted to notify the guards. He told them to focus on the points that
were not protected by fat or muscle. The joints were where he told
people to focus if they needed to strike someone since they took the least
amount of force to destroy. In a nutshell, he told them to go for the eyes,
throat, groin, and knees with whatever they had available. He
demonstrated a sort of karate chop that used the full weight of the body.
Abdullah showed everyone that the way the Believers were using the
whips was not the most efficient. They used full range motion of the arm,
but Abdullah insisted that it was much more efficient to use the motion of
the body with a snapping of the wrist. He had no whip, but Adam and
several of the others thought they would be able to imitate the motion if
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they were able to get whips. Singh, Steve, and Fred were all three trying
to make whips from the shreds of clothing that the slaves still possessed.
Leah, the woman from Bridger’s camp provided them all with a useful
tip that more than a few of them were not immediately willing to
implement.
“Before, we make our move, I suggest that all of us rub our bodies with
the muck in the corners. Not only will it make us less desirable to touch, it
will also make us harder to hold onto if we are wet. I suggest we all pee as
much as we can before we do anything.” Ben understood why she was so
filthy now. It was self defense, a necessary weapon for a woman in a
harsh land.
It wasn’t long before there was nothing else they could do before
attacking. Abdullah, Singh, and Fred were all three armed with clumsy
whips. Each of them had shared as much information as they could. There
was one thing they had to know before they began though. Once again,
Ben was surprised at being the first to ask something.
“Leah…these people you told us about. Bridger’s bunch, how far are
they? Do you know what direction they are from here? How do we reach
them?”
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Leah grinned at him. “I wondered if you were all just going to go
running in whatever direction the Jesus freaks chased you in. Listen,
everyone,” as they had all been doing, she whispered, frankly it was
amazing that none of the goons had told them to shut up. “Bridger and his
people, our people, they are a good hike away from here. On the other
side of the parklands, there is more city. That is where the Holy Rollers
grabbed me. Further beyond that, straight towards the sun, there is a
pretty big river. We haven’t found any way across it other than swimming,
so if you don’t swim…well, you’re gonna have to cross that bridge when
you come to it. Just find the river.”
They had decided that once the wall came down, they would mass on
whoever was closest to them. The idea was to get at least some weapons.
They would form into groups of five and six. Ben was worried about
Adam. He had taken one hell of a beating from the Bishop’s men today.
Ben hoped the young man could take his mind from revenge. He, Soc, and
the woman Emby were all in the same slave group and had all gotten it,
from the looks of it, Adam had gotten the worst of it. Adam had
approached Sutreyu and Ben about joining with his group and going after
the Bishop. He was set on revenge. Ben and the others had dissuaded
him. Still, Ben worried about that particular unit’s motivation. Fred and
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Steve had also joined the group. There were some looks going between
the five of them that could mean trouble for everyone.
The plan was to get weapons and run. They couldn’t hope to defeat the
huge number of Believer troops, their only hope was to run. They agreed
to meet on the other side of the park. Ben’s group was he, Sutreyu,
Abdullah, Loren, and Freya. The third group was Haruka, Leah, Thomas
Singh, Jennifer, and Nick. The final group was composed of Bill, Kim,
Remy, Lee, Thomas, and Mary. Each group assembled on a portion of wall
and began to push. The wall moved a little, but not much. There was an
very slight squeaking to the wall that made Ben and probably everyone
else feel more than a little hope that this would work. If it didn’t, they had
decided to smash the door and run out single file. Haruka’s plan was now
the backup.
Everyone looked to Ben. Somehow, he had become the guy who led the
count. He nodded his head and mouthed the count “One…two…three…”
This time the wall made a significant amount of noise. There was a
startled cry from one of the goons outside. The jig was up.
“Keep going, keep pushing,” Ben shouted now, knowing that it was
useless to try to hide their actions any further. They were pushing on a
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huge brick wall that had god knows how many pounds of pressure on it
from above. Their only hope was to put more pressure on it from the side
than was coming down. The wall would have no choice but to buckle and
hopefully it wouldn’t bring the building down with it.
And then it happened. Ben had a flash of his print shop coming down
around him just as the brick wall burst from the people pressure coming
from inside. Ben saw the startled guards jump back into the torchlight.
The Cathedral was lit up across the street like a Christmas tree and Ben
could see that not all of the guards had made it from under the wall. He
reached down and picked up a brick and moved forward with the rest of
the escapees. The noise was astounding. Whatever was going on in the
Cathedral, it wouldn’t be more than a few moments before every Believer
in that church cam streaming out with the fury of God pushing them from
behind. There was no time to waste.
Ben and his group launched themselves at a club bearing goon. Between
the fierceness of their assault and his confusion over what was happening,
the guy didn’t stand a chance. Ben took the club and looked for another
target. He saw Adam’s group heading straight for the Cathedral.
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“Stick to the plan,” he yelled after them, but they seemed intent on
getting the Bishop, no matter how hopeless the cause. Another guard,
this one with a whip came at them and Ben smashed the man in the knee
with his club. The guy went down screaming. Ben had felt the joint torn
apart at the force of his blow. Sutreyu took the man’s club and Loren took
his knife. The girl was a youngish Mexican woman who had expressed
enthusiasm at escaping and no qualms about covering herself with
sewage in order to do so.
Ben looked towards Adams group again. They were closer to the
Cathedral now and when he turned back to his own he saw the club hit
Loren in the side of the head. She went down and he didn’t have time to
help her back up. It was Sanders.
Ben stopped and the two men faced each other like gunfighters in the
dusty streets of Purgatory. Ben wanted vengeance and from the looks of
it, Sanders remembered him and was ready add him to his no doubt huge
list of casualties. This was the moment he had been waiting for, this was
the moment when he was to be tested. His own words, shouted at Adam,
went through his head “Stick to the Plan.”
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Ben shook his head angrily. “Screw the plan.” If anyone heard him, they
were too busy to acknowledge him. Rather than swinging the club at
Sanders, Ben did as Haruka had instructed him and went for a vulnerable
spot. He shoved the club forward straight at Sanders exposed throat. He
was sure that the man would block it, but instead, he simply watched Ben
coming at him with widened eyes.
The crunch of Sanders windpipe wasn’t nearly as loud as the other
goon’s knee had been. It was actually more of a whooshing sound, but to
Ben, it was like a choir of angels shouting “Yes!” Ben felt the man go down
under the weight of him and didn’t take the pressure from the man’s
throat until he felt the impact of the ground under them.
He rolled off Sanders and jumped to his feet, ready to jump on the next
goon. He was surprised to see that there were no more. He looked to the
left where he saw Haruka and his group, he looked to the right where
Kim’s group had taken down three of the guards, behind him he could see
that several of the men had been taken out of the fight by the force of the
wall, and ahead of him, he could see…
All hell breaking loose as hundreds of Believers tried to stream out the
door of the Cathedral. Adam’s group was about to be overwhelmed. He
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saw several of the fastest goons almost on them, Adam and Fred now
both had clubs. Fred had his club raised and was ready to hit the fastest of
the goons, instead, Adam’s stick came down on the back of Fred’s head.
Fred crumbled and that was all Ben saw. His group was gathered around
him but it was Abdullah who gave the order they needed to hear.
“Run!”
It was Adam who had betrayed them.
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Book VI : Lady of the Manor
Chapter 1

There she stood, in front of everyone. All eyes looked upon her lovingly
and Emma felt lower than the lowest dog as she thought of the men and
women that were being held as slaves across the street. Well, in any
event, maybe after this fiasco of a mass, she could work out some way to
help them. Emma felt uncomfortable under the heavy adoration of the
gathered believers. She wished they would all look somewhere else. Much
to her surprise, they suddenly did.
There was a huge crashing sound outside and the sound of surprised
shouts and frantic yelling. She looked at the Bishop to see if he knew what
was going on and he was pale. All of the color had drained out of his face.
“Smith, Richard…get outside with the best men we have and do
something about whatever is going on. Smith, you are in charge. Richard,
come tell me what is happening right away.” The Bishop was fast and
decisive but he apparently missed the look that Richard gave him as Smith
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was put in command and Richard was relegated to the duties of a
messenger boy. Both men nodded and headed towards the doors. The
men lining the room followed them.
The Bishop raised his hands to the gathered Believers and hushed them.
“People, I want you to know that whatever is happening, it is a moment
to rejoice in the favors that the Lord has showered down upon us. We can
only expect that those who have not been so blessed will be resentful and
wish us harm. If you are one who we have chosen to be a warrior or
guard, please, assemble your gear and go outside where Smith will give
you further instruction. If you are a skilled worker, now is the time that
we need you most. We need you to bow your heads and pray with all of
your faith for victory in whatever is happening. The Lord will hear us in
this land and our prayers will be answered, but each of you must do your
part. Pray. Pray. Pray. We will prevail with the aid of the divine father
when he answers your prayers. Close your eyes, bow your heads, get on
your knees and pray like you have never prayed before.”
Emma had to admit, this was one hell of a way to manage a crowd. The
Believers knelt in the Cathedral or poured out the doorways. Emma
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wanted to find out what was happening, but the Bishop wasn’t going to
allow her to follow him.
“Mother Emma will lead you in these prayers. Know that she is here and
praying with you.”
A white hot anger shot through her. This cock sucker had absolutely no
right to try to control her the same way he was controlling the rest of
these sheep. She nodded at him and smiled, then she knelt and prayed.
Had she been praying out loud, what a bystander would have heard was
“I’ll show you who will lead who you slimy son of a bitch. I am going to
find out what is going on and I am going to screw you like you have never
been screwed. You’ll wish that I only wanted to kill you…”
Emma stayed at her devotions only long enough to see the Bishop make
it to the doorway. She got up and followed him, walking among the
devout and praying Believers. What was wrong with these people? Didn’t
they have any curiosity about what was going on outside?
As she got closer to the door, she could see that getting out was going to
be next to impossible until all of the troops had gotten out. The Bishop
was moving through them with ease, but she couldn’t really expect the
same treatment from these guys. She tried to listen to what was being
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said and look like she was walking through those that were praying at the
same time. She could hear fighting outside and saw the Bishop go through
the door. Crap! Who was attacking them?
It was only a few minutes before there was room to get out the door.
She needed to find out what was happening. Boldness was the key.
She got up and left the Cathedral. There were still some warriors massed
on the steps, but she found it pretty easy to get past them. “I need to
speak with the Bishop.” She had noticed that several of the Believers were
becoming restless as they prayed. No one had gotten up to follow her yet,
but it was only a matter of time.
As she came up to where the Bishop was, she saw him speaking with a
filthy brown haired man who looked like he had been through the ringer.
He looked familiar, but she couldn’t quite place him, but judging by the
way the Bishop was speaking to him, he was someone who was known
and trusted.
“…yes, of course, I understand that there was no way to get out Adam,
but for the love of God, I wish you would have stayed with them. You
were much more valuable as a spy than as a soldier.”
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The young man allowed his head to hang for a moment and then lifted it
again.
“I was more concerned about getting you the information I have learned
today than with the other slaves trusting me, Your Grace. There are other
people here and now I know where they are at. Also, there were several
of the slaves that would have been far too dangerous if they had gone to
the other side. This guy,” he pointed at a corpse with it’s head bashed in,
“was a chemical engineer and was talking about making gunpowder from
urine.”
At this, the Bishop exploded. “Oh you stupid son of a snake. You idiot.
You killed him?” The Bishop raised his hand but didn’t hit the cowering
boy. “We had a guy that could make gunpowder and you killed him?”
Adam cringed and looked up from under his won arm when no blow fell.
“It’s okay. Really. He and the other guy,” Adam pointed to where two
more men and a woman sat tied and bloody, “they were both talking
about the best way to do it. He knows how to make it too. He’s the more
valuable one. Really.”
“My Son. I am both proud and ashamed of you. You should have found a
way to let us know. Because of your inability to figure out a way, we have
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lost ten valuable men and twenty slaves. Without the slaves, it will be
harder to control the rest of …”
The Bishop now noticed Emma standing slightly behind him. He turned
on her.
“Emma, I need you to do as I’ve told you. I need you to be inside with
the rest of the Believers, they need to have someone there.”
Emma stood tall and lowered her head. “Your Grace, people are
becoming restless inside and I don’t know what to tell them. They are
upset, nervous, and scared. They believe in you, but they need to know
something.”
The Bishop moved closer to her. “Of course, yes. Very well. Well, as you
can no doubt guess from looking across the road, the slaves managed to
break free of their quarters. They have killed a dozen of our men and
most of them have gotten away in the darkness.”
Emma tried not to smile. It might have been the hardest grimace she
had ever faked. “Should I tell them that?”

273

AUTHOR NAME

The Bishop spun about quickly and walked towards the Cathedral. “Of
course not you silly woman. Come along with me.” He motioned to Adam
“Get yourself cleaned up, you look like a slave.”
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Chapter 2

The Bishop marched to the front of the Cathedral and stood before the
alter.
“My people. I thank you for your prayers and for bringing us the
assistance of the Lord in this matter. We should all be very thankful for
the way that things went and we should thank Jesus for showing us such
mercy as he has done on this night.”
Most of the Believers had stopped praying already, those that still were,
finished up and looked towards their tall leader. He motioned towards the
doors behind them.
“As I told you earlier, we have found that there are other groups with a
more evil intent than that we have. These groups tonight made a more
bold attack than any we have yet experienced. We can all be thankful that
we were here in the protection of the Lord, because we were kept safe
within the walls of the House of God. While we prayed and sought the
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wonders of Heaven, filthy demon spawn swept down on those brave souls
who had remained outside to keep watch over us.”
Many in the audience began to look more nervous as the Bishop went
on. Emma couldn’t tell if they were bothered by the idea of demonic
attackers or if they were uncomfortable with the Bishop’s increasingly
supernatural rhetoric. She hoped it was the latter. She needed allies.
The Bishop continued. “Yes, my gentle flock. Twelve brave men lost
their lives this evening, but they did not do so in vain. These twelve
martyrs sacrificed themselves to protect you. The details are still not
clear, but this is what we know so far. Evil forces smashed into our village
with huge numbers. While eleven of the Twelve Martyrs kept the demons
at bay, the Twelfth, a man named Sanders tried to release the prisoners
being held across the street. Sanders knew, like all of us, that the path to
redemption is longer for some than for others. He sought the help of the
men and women being held. Of them all, only one assisted valiantly in
keeping the attacking forces from the doors of our Cathedral. This man, a
young man named Adam, whom you will meet soon, has shown himself to
be worthy of being called a Believer and a Freed Man. The rest of the
Vermin actually fell on brave Sanders and killed him.”
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There was a gasp and several tearful cries in the gathered Believers. The
Bishop was turning events into a morality play. He was using exposure of
a weakness to create strength in his numbers. The man was incredible in
his abilities of manipulation. His oratory spin put professional politicians
to shame.
“We are still gathering information, but it seems that most of the
ungrateful vermin fled after this to join the demonic horde which is
forming with the intention of killing each one of us, just as they have killed
Sanders and the other twelve martyrs. We must not, Believers, we must
not, let the deaths of these Soldiers of God be in vain. When we sacrifice,
we can know that we are not sacrificing as much as we could and we can
remember the Twelve Martyrs as examples of what we can all give for the
Glory of the Lord.”
A woman in the audience began to sing. It was obvious that not
everyone knew the words to ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’, but those who
did not, stood holding hands and humming along with the tune. The
Bishop sang in a loud baritone and Emma’s voice was a not quite in pitch
alto. She knew the words and she wondered how many more of the
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people before her would end up dying so that this man could achieve his
dreams of power.
Emma was surprised to find herself praying in her head while she sang.
Her prayers were not for the Believers though, she was praying and
hoping that Nick and Ben had managed to get away without being caught.
The singing went on for far too long.
Finally, the Bishop said a prayer asking for the strength of the Lord and
the courage of the Twelve Martyrs. He ended with Amen and it was met
with a heartfelt and tearful Amen from just about everyone. Emma was
certain that she was not the only one who saw through his b.s. though.
Smith came inside looking breathless. He rushed forward to the Bishop.
The Bishop motioned him to one side and whispered to him “Well?”
Emma was barely close enough to hear. It was unlikely that anyone else
had.
Smith, taking his cue from the Bishop whispered back. “We managed to
kill several of them, Sir. Unfortunately, it is too dark for us to follow them.
Our torches turned out to be more of a hindrance than a help. From what
we can tell, most of them went directly into the parklands. My
recommendation is that at first light, we send a unit in each direction and
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circle the parklands looking for stragglers or hoping to catch them
foraging. I think that will give us the best results.”
The Bishop nodded. “Very well. Smith, I want you to lead one unit and
put Adam in charge of the other. He’s a good man and should be able to
lead. You’ve done well tonight Smith. I want you to escort the women to
their quarters and then we are going to have a meeting of the men.
Understood?”
“Yes, Sir.” Smith saluted smartly and marched to where several of his
lieutenants were waiting.
The Bishop turned to Emma now. “Emma, you will be going with the
women to the women’s quarters. I want you to talk to as many of them as
you can. I need to know the general state of things amongst them. This is
a chance for you to be very valuable to me and our little community. You
are very honored to be able to do so much.” He nodded at her. “Good
night.”
Now he turned to the Believers again. “Now it is time for us to bid a
good night to all of the womenfolk. Smith and his soldiers will escort the
ladies to their new quarters so that we men can discuss a war plan.”
Several of the women looked pretty beefed about his, Emma thought. The
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Bishop noticed but misinterpreted the looks. “Don’t worry Ladies. We will
make sure you are not attacked by any marauders. May you sleep like
angels knowing that God’s own troops are defending you. Mother Emma
will lead you there.”
Emma held back her gag reflex and tried to smile sweetly as she spoke
to the assembled group. “Come along Ladies, the Men have a lot of work
to do. Let’s not get in their way.”
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Chapter 3

The women were escorted to their barracks by the Bishop’s troopers.
Emma noticed more than a few roving eyes as the men looked at the
women and the women looked at the men. Some of these women were
definitely in heat and it didn’t look like they would have a hard time
finding male accomplices if they could escape from the Bishop’s scrutiny.
Emma also noted several women that attempted to become invisible.
Both types of women were of interest to her.
Their barracks was actually quite comfortable thanks to the
industriousness of the women in creating pillows and the favors of the
men who hoped to lie their heads on them. There were torches and one
closed off area towards the back of the building had been designated as
the toilet. Emma had a moment of panic as the door was secured behind
them. Were the women now slaves?
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She snorted. Of course they were. Men had always seen women as little
more than accomplices and baby makers. Not that Emma was any sort of
feminazi, but she was a firm believer in not accepting less than equal
treatment for any reason. That went for her and anyone who had enough
backbone to agree with her. Maybe that was why she was so bothered by
the act she was putting herself through. She was selling out, as a woman
and as a human being.
She wondered how most of these women were thinking of their
situation, for many of them, it was probably not too much different than
their lives in the world they’d left. At no point in recorded history had
women been universally treated with the respect they deserved. There
were damn few cultures that had not demeaned women or made them
second class citizens because of their baby making operatus and lack of
dicks. Sure, there were some matriarchal societies, but most of them
somehow managed to create a higher status for men. Never mind the fact
that in hunter gatherer societies it was women who provided the bulk of
calories in the diet of family groups, never mind that women carried life
within them, and never mind that women in University scored
consistently higher grades than men.

cclxxxii

The Hu Factor by Vago C. Damitio

Maybe it was a good thing that Earth’s societies had been destroyed, of
course, here they went again with the women being denied freedom and
relegated to second class citizens. Not a single woman had been asked to
be a warrior. Huh, she’d fix that oversight, and there was no reason to tell
any of the men about it.
There were at least a couple hundred of them. To her left, a number of
women had formed a small group of ten or so. These were the brazen
hussies who had been giving the troopers their best come hither eyes.
Further back there were other groups that she wasn’t real sure of a
motivation for. The women who had attempted to blend in, were
scattered about, close to groups but not actually in them. These were who
she would talk to first.
She started towards the back of the room.
“Mother Emma!” Oh, Christ, it was Ann.
“Mother Emma. I am so happy to see you. Can you believe they
attacked us? We are so fortunate that Sanders and the others were able
to hold them back!” The girl was flushed and out of breath. Emma started
to snap but clamped her jaws shut and remembered that she wanted to
help this girl.
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“Yes, you are certainly right. Did you notice that all the prisoners
escaped too?” The girl nodded. Why couldn’t she think? “Do you think
Ben and Nick would have attacked without a reason?”
“Of course not Emma. I mean, the Bishop said that…oh my God!...Ben
and Nick helped kill Sanders! Oh my God Emma, that is terrible. I never
would have thought…”
Smacking Anne would be satisfying on so many levels. She would have
to use the girl carefully.
“Ann, we talked about Slavery before, right?” Anne nodded. “Well,
listen Ann, I want you to know the truth. All those people were being held
captive and made to work as slaves. They were mistreated and beaten.
Some of them were killed for trying to escape. Now, I know you are upset
about this Sanders person and the other guys too, but just think for a
moment, if we hadn’t had slaves, they wouldn’t have died. Isn’t that
right?”
Anne nodded again. Emma could see the gears turning on that little
hamster wheel of a mind. Now for the clincher. “So don’t you think that
we need to convince everyone that slavery was the cause of their death
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and that maybe God was giving us a message, just like Noah’s flood, that
slavery is not something he will tolerate.”
“I do think that Emma. Did the Bishop tell you that? Wow. The Lord
works in mysterious ways. Wow. So Emma, what should we do?” Perfect.
Suddenly Emma wanted to hug the girl.
It was time for a grassroots campaign. Emma moved into doing what she
had always done best. Organizing.
Emma smiled. “Okay Ann. This is very important. I want you to explain
what I just told you to every woman you can. God didn’t give this message
to the Bishop, but we can, because God gave the message to us. Do you
see? If we are just individual women, we are weak and powerless, but if
we all stand as one, well, there is no doubt that the men will have no
choice but to listen.”
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Chapter 4

Emma made sure that Anne understood what to say and sent her
amongst the groups of women. Her hope was that Anne would be able to
communicate with the more devout women. Emma needed to recruit
stronger women though. She had seen an olive complected woman
moving from group to group and listening to a lot, but saying little.
She tried to move away from Emma but after a silent game of cat and
mouse, Emma managed to corner her.
“I’d like to talk to you, Sister,” might as well use the term in all of it’s
many meanings. The woman looked at Emma with a mixture of disgust
and fear but quickly arranged her features to simplicity and friendliness.
“Mother Emma, what could you possibly want from me?” Emma sat
down heavily beside her. The woman was in her mid thirties, curly black
hair, greenish eyes, and a large flat nose. If not for the nose, she would
have been a beauty.
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“Let’s cut the act, Sister. We’re in big trouble and it’s only a matter of
time before these slimeballs start setting up rape camps and polygamous
marriages. I’ve been watching you and you know it. You’ve been watching
everyone else. I’ve got a feeling you might be the smartest chick in the
room and if we’re going to get ourselves out of this, I’m going to need
your help. Will you help me?” Emma pulled out all the stops. She meant
every word she said and realized that if she were wrong, this woman
could go straight to the Bishop and throw Emma into a much worse
situation. She had trusted her gut about this woman and god damn if it
didn’t feel good to speak the truth again.
The woman regarded her down her big nose. After a few moments, she
apparently found what she was seeking. A cautious smile grew on her thin
lips. Emma hoped the smile indicated trust and a willingness to help.
“My name is Bella,” she said. “In another life, it was a cruel name for a
woman as ugly as I but it is my name and I will keep it. In this life, it is a
name that reflects who I am in spirit and in body. I am Bella. I am
beautiful. As I look into your eyes and listen to your words, I can also see
that I may have been wrong about you. Yes, I will help you. I will do
whatever you ask me to do. You, may ask me anything.”
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Emma was taken aback by the woman’s words. The dignity with which
they were said and the profoundness of meaning brought tears to her
eyes. Emma clasped the woman in her arms and pulled her towards her.
The embrace was brief and more of a bond than any handshake between
men could ever hope to represent. Bella pulled back, released herself, and
looked at her.
“There are really five groups among us though some of them haven’t yet
realized they represent the same ideas. I don’t know if it is possible to get
them all to work together. Essentially you have the hard core Believers.
These are women that will feel lucky to be raped and kept captive by the
men. I suspect they will betray us in an instant. Lucky for us, they are the
extreme minority. I would say there are maybe fifteen of them. Next are
the religious ones. This is the bulk of the women, sadly. These are women
that are scared and have lost everything but their faith. They will be hard
to motivate to action because they believe their God will take care of
them. Probably more than a hundred of these in a bunch of different
groups.” Bella indicated women sitting in various places around the
room.
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Emma was glad to see Anne speaking with animation in the midst of a
large group of them.
Bella pointed to the vixens. “This is probably the easiest group for us to
bring to our side, but they may be the most dangerous to us. It might look
like these women are all nymphomaniacs, but most of them are just smart
enough to realize that where we have landed, it helps to have a strong
man who is willing to speak up for you. The downside, is that some of
them will fall in love and quite possibly spill any beans they might have
access to.”
Emma looked around. “You said there were five groups…that’s three.
Where are the other two?”
Bella laughed and pointed to herself. “Well, there are the women like
me. I’ve met a few of us. Don’t expect them to all trust you, but I think I
can bring a couple into our camp right away. And as for the fifth group…”
Bella laughed again.
Emma looked around again. She didn’t see any women that hadn’t been
already accounted for.
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“The fifth group is the smallest one but might become the largest. At the
moment, it consists of you…and me. Shall we mingle?” Now Emma
laughed too. She felt like she had found an empty chamber in a game of
Russian roulette.
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Chapter 5

Bella’s assessments were just about 100%. Emma filled her in on
everything she knew and the two women began to plan in earnest. Bella
wanted to move quickly, but Emma cautioned that sometimes by moving
slower in the beginning you were able to build up the necessary force to
move faster in the end. Organizing people took time, perseverance, and
patience.
Emma had first learned about organizing from a Mexican farm worker
who had labored beside Cesar Chavez for farm workers in California.
There were definite steps involved. If you moved too quickly or too
openly, the powers that be would squish you like a bug. If you moved too
slowly, people became caught up in the struggle to survive and lost
interest in the cause. Creating a revolution was like building a fire, this
was how Hugo, the migrant labor organizer had explained it to her.
Everything about Hugo was connected to fire. The joints he smoked, the
chilies he ate, the way he made her feel when they lay together in her
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New Jersey barn, the emotions he could build as he addressed people
about the exploitation of labor in America.
He had taught her to build fires. Physically, metaphorically, and
emotionally. The first step was to gather your materials. Start with the
small and insignificant. The tiniest sparks have to be coaxed into flame on
the most fragile tinder. If you try to put too much on too soon, it will die.
If you don’t protect it, it will be killed. If you give it just the right amount
of air and fuel, it will catch and blaze. If you get it hot enough, you can
burn green wood, wet wood, and even glass and metal.
Hugo had been a good man in so many ways. She had left her first
husband and their farm to travel through the American South organizing
migrant workers with him. She had married Hugo south of Laredo almost
two years before she found out that her first husband had divorced her. In
the South, they had lit a lot of fires. There were plenty of small town
Sheriffs that would have loved to have killed them both. In one of those
cruel twists of irony that life loves handing out though, Hugo had been
killed by a jealous woman. If Emma had found out about the many fires he
had lit along their trail, she might have killed him, instead, fire consumed
a young woman he was sleeping with and she shot him five times with a .
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45 while he was sleeping with the wife of a fellow laborer. Bastard earned
his end, but it wasn’t how he or Emma had thought he would go.
And now, here she was, taking the lessons first learned from him and
getting ready to build a fire. First, she needed materials. Anne was
becoming quite a sensation among the religious women. The hard core
Believers wouldn’t listen to her. Emma saw her approach several of them
and they merely shook their heads and soon sent her on her way. At least
the girl wasn’t wasting her time beating on dead horses, or corrupted
souls.
Bella was moving through the crowded room. She was speaking with
individuals. On more than a few occasions, Emma saw her gesture
towards her. She would nod and continue with her own work. Emma was
trying to gain the trust of the nymphos. As soon as she got near them, all
talk of anatomy came to a close. They were still gossiping about the
various men they had seen, but it was much tamer, of that she was sure.
On the fringe she had heard some descriptions of what they wanted to do
with the men that would make monkeys blush.
They were a hard bunch to peg really. The oddest among them were
somehow hard core Believers and hard core sluts at the same time. Emma
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was amused to hear one of them encouraging the other girls to perform
oral sex and anal penetration but to preserve their new found virginity.
Emma was pretty sure she wasn’t the only one to have found that her
hymen hadn’t reappeared. Maybe it was symbolic virginity.
The same girl was quoting scripture about how it was okay to take a
man’s cock anywhere but the vagina. That, she insisted, must be saved for
marriage. It was God’s will. Emma’s head did a slightly bemused shake.
People could really be convinced of anything they wanted to be convinced
of.
As she got closer, the talk got more ‘clean’. She would have to plunge.
“Girls. I think we need to make sure that we are the ones who do the
choosing with these guys. I know some of you may not like what I am
about to say, but you all know it’s true. We’ve all got power and we need
to be clear about it. I see you gals as some of the mightiest among us and
that’s why I’m here to talk to you. Now, I don’t want any of you denying it,
cause I can see that you all know it’s true. You girls have a pretty good
grasp on harnessing your pussy power and I don’t want you to be
ashamed of that.”
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There were a couple of sharp little gasps and then a few giggles. Finally,
a voice came from the big redhead nearest her, “Mother Emma, you
naughty thing!” the woman cut her voice to a conspiratory whisper “Don’t
say it too loud or the men will hear us!” All of them fell into laughter
together, even the ones who had pretended to be offended by her.
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Chapter 6

Not that organizing several hundred women being held in a locked
room by a bunch of chauvinist fundamentalist religious nut jobs led by a
wannabe priest with a God-complex was without its headaches. The
‘loose women’ took an immediate liking to her and the way she thought
about things. Only a few of them had never been exposed to the concept
of being in charge without force, otherwise known as ruling with the
velvet glove. The hardest part with that bunch was convincing them not to
drag one of the troopers in and rape him.
After spending a little while counseling the girls on how to maximize
their influence, Emma came away more sure than ever that these chicks
knew more about power than Machiavelli had. Talking with them was
liberating and yet, she didn’t dare tell them that she had slept with the
Bishop. That was another sort of power and she wasn’t about to give it
up.
What finally dragged her away from them was the sound of screams.
Looking across the room, she saw two women attacking Ann. Emma and
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everyone else rushed to get there. Once they saw Emma coming, the rest
of the women simply stood back and watched the spectacle. Emma
stopped too. She knew better than to jump into a catfight. There were
better ways to break them up.
Anne was handling herself well. Emma recognized the women who were
attacking her as among the most devout of the devout. She had seen
these women’s eyes following the Bishop with worship from the front row
in the Cathedral, where they had crowded forward like fourteen year old
girls at a Beatles concert. One of them was in her forties, at least, and the
other was slightly younger.
Anne managed to break free of them both. She backed up a few steps
and the circle of women around her widened.
“Oh, that’s how it is huh? It’s just me versus them and all the rest of you
are going to watch?” There was no sign of the weepy girl Emma was used
to. Anne was crouched down with both hands in front of her in a fighter’s
stance. “Well, if that’s the way you want it, but really someone should
jump in and stop me before I hurt these two.”
The younger of her attackers rushed her from the side, but Ann’s feet
moved faster. She darted to the side, threw a quick jab towards the
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woman’s head and then her right leg came around in a sweeping kick that
caught the woman behind the knee. The woman’s leg buckled and she
started to fall towards Ann, who calmly grabbed her by the head and
swiftly brought her knee up to her face.
The older woman was coming from behind her and Anne shoved the
younger one away from her and turned with a high kick that caught the
older woman in the shoulder. Ann’s head was so close to the floor that
her hair swept the ground around her straight left leg as her right knocked
the woman to the side. Anne stood back up and looked like she was going
to do some sort of a jumping kick to the head, but Emma decided it was
enough.
“Ann. That’s enough. Leave them alone.” Emma was completely
astounded that the girl she had felt so comfortable slapping had just
destroyed two women that were considerably Emma’s juniors. Where had
the girl learned to fight like that?
“Tell me what happened.” The girl had stopped herself and was now
looking at Emma with that pleading and pitiful look again. Unbelievable.
Her lower lip was quivering.
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“Well, as you know Emma,” she seemed to find some strength as she
looked around the room and her voice stopped quavering, “ I am very
concerned that our little society is using slaves. In fact, I think that it was
keeping slaves that led to Sanders and the rest of those poor men being
killed. I think that if we hadn’t of had slaves, Sanders and the other
martyrs would still be alive. This was a message from God.” Anne looked
at the assembled women as if expecting an argument. No one said
anything.
“Well, I told that to these two and they said, oh Emma, do I have to
repeat it, can’t you make them say it, it was awful.” Emma was thankful
the girl held so much respect for her, especially as she looked at the two
bloody zealots that were moaning on the sidelines from Ann’s major ass
whooping.
“Ann. Tell me what they said. We can’t...umm...wait for them to tell us.”
“Well, okay, first…that one Becky, she said that I was spouting heresy
and that by questioning the Bishop, I was putting everyone’s lives in
danger. I told her that God had simply given us the message and we were
supposed to pass it on. Then, this other one, Andrea, she started talking
really nasty stuff about…oh, I hate to say these things…she said that
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slavery was the only thing to do with …with…you know with the n-word
and the j-word.”
Emma figured she knew what the words were, but she wanted the rest
of the women to hear it. This was a pretty good opportunity to alienate
the hard core believers and unite the rest of them in something.
“What are those words Ann?” She knew the girl would say it..
Anne blushed and looked for support, she was getting none. “Niggers
and Jews Emma. She said that’s what all the slaves were. And that’s when
I told her that she was an ignorant bigot. And then, they both just kind of
jumped me. I mean you saw…?”
Emma smiled. Everyone had seen. “Ann, I think you did good. We can’t
have any tolerance for racism or hatred among ourselves. Women have
been persecuted and harassed for all of time.” She was talking to
everyone now. She could see the outsiders nodding in agreement already.
The nymphos were mostly with her too. “I don’t know how many of you
women have children or husbands, but can you imagine someone
describing them as anything less than human.”
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Andrea, the older woman had recovered enough to speak, “I don’t know
about you, but my kids and kin ain’t no niggers and Jews. If we don’t
control them, they will rape us and take everything from us and we will all
have to scratch the dirt to pay the Jews for food.” Emma had dealt with
her type before, although never quite as satisfyingly as Anne had. This
was no time for more physical violence though.
“Hey, are you a Christian woman? Are you a God fearing Christian?”
Emma knew what the woman thought she was.
“Absolutely. I am a born again Christian and I hold Jesus in my soul. And
I know right from wrong.” Emma saw a few of the other zealots nodding
in agreement. “I seen you over there laughing with them hussies…I seen
ya. Well, I’ll tell ya what else I seen, I seen through your little act. I think
you might have put the Bishop under some sort of fornicatin spell and it
wouldn’t surprise me none if you were some Jewess witch.”
Spit flew from the woman’s mouth as she unleashed her venom of
ignorance. Emma crossed her arms and waited for the woman to finish.
She could see that the woman’s ugly hatred was alienating her from most
of the women and putting Emma on firmer ground. There were still plenty
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who were waiting to hear what Emma had to say and would decide then.
She had to balance this right.
“I feel so sorry for you Andrea. Don’t you know that the Jesus you love
and admire so much was a Jew? And so was his mother, Mary. And his
father, Joseph. And all the Patriarchs of the Old Testament. The disciples,
they were Jews. And Mary Magdalene? She was a prostitute. She was a
hussy, a ‘loose woman’ that Jesus lifted up from the depths and loved.
That is the message of Christ, didn’t you know that? He was a Jew that
thought everyone should treat each other better. If we had a bible, I
would read you a few passages from Song of Solomon that are just about
pornographic. Sex isn’t a wicked thing. God didn’t create some people
more deserving than others. If he did, he did it by action and not by skin
or religion. I really feel so sorry for you and everyone like you, because
you know what Andrea? You are an ignorant bigot. Anne was right.”
Emma didn’t wait to hear a response. She heard the woman start to say
something and then she heard the woman’s friends hush her up. The
round was hers, but the fight, the fight was all Ann’s.
She looked at the girl again. “Ann, tell me something else, where did you
learn to fight like that?”
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Anne blushed again. “Well, you know, I used to do aerobics in Lincoln
but then this kickboxing gym opened and I, well, I just liked it a lot more.
I’ve never gotten so mad that I used it on anyone in a fight before…”
A lot of the girls laughed. Emma laughed with them as she asked “Can
you teach some of us how to do it?”
Anne smiled shyly. “I can sure try Emma.”
Emma had found her new heavy.

303

AUTHOR NAME

Chapter 7

By the time morning came, Emma felt like she had gathered her
materials well. Now, she just needed a spark to start the fire. She had no
doubt that it would come soon. It was still very early the next morning
when the door was opened up so the women could come and go as they
pleased. The early morning light felt soft to Emma and she had almost
forgotten that there were still a lot of men to deal with. One man in
particular.
It was he that opened the door and walked in, asking the woman Bella
had posted at the door to come find Emma. Bella’s outsiders were quick
to see the need for internal security and smart enough to set it up without
being too obvious. The woman who came to get Emma found her already
awake.
“Mother Emma. The Bishop is here and asking for you.” Emma sat up
and stretched. Her body didn’t feel as sore as she would have thought
after being trounced by Ann. The girl had proven to be a pretty good
teacher and Emma had volunteered to be the first pupil, make that
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demonstration dummy. She had several bruises and the knowledge of
how to escape several holds to show for her aches and pains. Definitely
worth it.
She followed the sentry to where the Bishop was waiting. He smiled
when he saw her.
“I hope you haven’t forgotten about our plans for today, Mother
Emma.” She hadn’t but she had hoped he had. Well, what the hell was
she going to do with a vault full of jewels anyway. Besides, she thought as
she looked around the room, she was pretty sure most of them would end
up in the hands of her girls before too long anyway.
“I had thought you might have forgotten,” she said. “I am pleased you
have not. When will we be going?”
The Bishop opened the door and she saw Richard and ten to fifteen
other men standing outside. They looked ready to go.
“Is now too soon?” He said it, but it wasn’t really a question. She hoped
she would be able to find it, then again, a part of her hoped she wouldn’t.
Richard and his men led her to the spot where she and the others had
been saved from the dogs. From here, it would be up to her to lead them.
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Emma had always had a pretty keen sense of direction and felt pretty sure
about where she was leading them, but she herself was surprised at how
quickly they came to the vault. It hadn’t been more than a few miles from
the Cathedral, but in her memory it had seemed like it was hours away.
The men with them were edgy. Several times they were startled by
sounds or things they thought they saw in and on top of the buildings
around them. Each time, they would cluster in the center of the road,
facing outward. Emma wondered about the wisdom of such a close order
battle formation but said nothing. A couple of riflemen would be able to
take them all out without too much trouble. Were there rifles?
It was really all so unpredictable, even to a cynic like her. If someone
had proposed to her that the world would end and only a handful of
people were left with no technology, she would have thought that it
would take months before they would start killing and enslaving each
other. Her idealistic friends would have called her a hopeless cynic.
Instead, the Bishop and Believers had started killing and enslaving in days,
maybe even within hours. Absolutely astounding.
And now, here she was, taking this murdering son of a bitch to the only
place anyone had seen remnants of the old world. The place where guns
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and germs and weapons of mass destruction had made murder a much
simpler affair. Maybe it was from the time she had spent among the
Believers already, but Emma found herself praying silently that she had
not missed any guns in the vault. She didn’t think so, but now was the
moment of truth. They were here.
Everything looked the same as when she had left. Nick’s scrawls were
still covering the concrete. When the Bishop saw them, he raised his
eyebrows.
“It was the black professor who wrote this?” He knew the answer
already but she said yes.
As she walked across the platform to the vault, she thought about Nick
and his ideas of what had happened. At the time, she hadn’t been willing
to listen to him, but now, she wished she would have paid more attention
to his mumbo jumbo. Something about giant magnets and the sun and
the North Pole. It made about as much sense as being pawns in a war
between God and the Devil. Weren’t there any simple theories for what
had happened?
She hoped that Nick and Ben had not been among those killed. The
Bishop had not volunteered any more information to her than she had
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gotten the night before. She had seen that most of the Believer men were
gone from the Cathedral. Those who were there were either working on
the walls or looked unfamiliar with the weapons they held. A small cadre
of competent looking troopers loitered about in the street when they left,
but Emma could only assume the rest were out hunting the runaways.
As she came to the vault and grasped the handle of the door, the
Bishop pulled her back.
“No. They may have come here.” She hadn’t thought of that. It was the
closest the Bishop had come to telling her Nick was still alive. At least he
had lived long enough to have come here.
The Bishop turned to his men. “Richard. Take three men inside and tell
me what you find.” Once again, Emma saw a look of resentment on
Richard’s face. She was guessing he was pretty pissed at not being sent to
chase the runaways and now he was being told to be an expendable
messenger.
Richard cautiously opened the door. Everything was just the way she
had left it.
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It took them several hours to bring everything that was inside to the
outside. Emma was relieved to see that there were no guns. Instead they
found currency, gold coins, jewelry, boxes of paperwork, deeds, artwork,
and office supplies, including several razor knives. It was only after
searching the last box that something brought a smile to the face of the
Bishop.
Emma moved to see if the Bishop had found a gun but to her horror saw
that he had found something else.
The Bishop was holding a bible.
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Book VII: Into the Woods
Chapter 1

Ben ran like his life depended on it. They all did. Their lives did depend
on it. Ben could hear nothing except the pounding of his heart. Ahead of
him he could see Abdullah, Leah, and everyone else who was faster than
him. He hoped that those he couldn’t see were either behind him or
heading another direction. He didn’t stop to look. He was sure that there
were goons nipping at his heels.
Straight down the street. He knew that if he went far enough he could
turn and be in the parklands. The darkness around him continued to
infinity. He had no idea how far he had come. Soon, he lost sight of those
ahead of him. Maybe they had already turned. He would go a little
further, just to be sure. He didn’t want to have to come back or to be
cornered by the troops he was sure were following.
Ben was again surprised by the strength that he felt. In the five days
since the Sob, he had used his body more than in the fifteen years
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previous. Had it really only been five days? It seemed like a lifetime ago
that he had been a printer. Ben kept running. He wasn’t winded, his legs
weren’t sore, if it hadn’t of been for the people that wanted to kill him, he
might have laughed. He felt great.
It was time to head into the woods. He had to make the turn. He could
see a short distance ahead of himself and a wide crossroad was coming
up. Ben chanced a glance over his shoulder. He couldn’t see anyone. He
could now hear shouts, but they sounded distant. The only sounds in his
general vicinity were coming from his feet hitting the ground and his heart
thumping.
Ben made the turn. He held the club he had taken in his right hand and
was prepared to use it again. No reason presented itself. Instead, he
found himself on a wide smooth road that quickly ran directly into the
parklands. Soon there were trees on either side of the road and the
buildings disappeared. He decided to stay on the road. In a short time, it
narrowed to a trail and began to curve to the right.
Unfortunately, that was the same direction as the Cathedral. It was time
for him to leave the path. Ben stopped running and turned, ready to fight
if necessary. There was no one there. Not only had he lost the Believers,
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he had lost all of the other escapees too. The woods were dark and Ben
hadn’t forgotten that there were packs of wild dogs about. He was easy
prey for dogs or goons by himself.
He had no choice though. He had to keep moving. He kept going
straight, hoping that he was heading in the direction of Bridger’s camp. He
was no longer running now, but his thoughts were still moving with a
sprinter’s pace. Did he know that this Bridger was any better than the
Bishop? Ben was seriously questioning the wisdom of putting himself in
the hands of another group after winning his freedom.
The trees weren’t so thick that it was hard to move, but the canopy was
almost completely blocking out the light of the stars overhead. He was
able to move slowly forward. Each step was a gamble and after each one
he paused to listen for the sounds of pursuit. Soon, even the distant
shouting of the Believers had faded completely. He had managed to get
away, but would he be able to remain free? For the moment, all that
mattered was that he had gotten away. He wondered how the others had
fared.
He knew that Loren was dead or captured. Samuel was gone. Fred. He
felt guilty for suspecting the man. He had certainly died from the blow
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Adam had struck him with. The other three in that group, Soc, Emby, and
Steve. At the very least they were captured. And that, was all he knew.
If only there had been a way for them to be better organized. If only
they had set up a definitive meeting point. Ben stopped as he realized
that they had all simply agreed to go to the river. Adam too. He knew
where they were headed. Ben didn’t know if anyone else had seen
Adam’s treachery. They were all in danger.
Adam had known they were heading into the woods and towards
Bridger. Now the Bishop certainly knew too. Ben had a sudden intuition
that the woods might be exactly where he shouldn’t be. Why hadn’t he
suspected Adam? He had considered the boy to be almost a friend,
certainly a comrade.
Here they all were. The world ended five days ago. He might as well
think of it as the world starting five days ago. This, after all, was now the
only life he had. There was certainly no going back. Not to the world he
had known, not to the Believers, and not to the recent past. Onward.
Ben pushed on for hours alone with his thoughts. It was him and his
club and nothing else. Not even a loincloth. Ben tried to think
constructively, but as so often happens, simply found himself wishing for
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things he didn’t have. He wished he had clothing. It wasn’t freezing, but it
was cold enough. He wished he had food. The slave rations the Believers
had fed them had barely been adequate. He wished he had water.
Sometimes wishes come true. Ben came to a stream. The water was
cold, but he plunged into it anyway. Was this the same stream that was
near the Cathedral? If so, was he upstream or downstream? Since this
was the first stream he had seen, he had no way of knowing. It seemed to
be flowing away from the direction he had come from.
The cold water felt good. Ben briskly rubbed his body to wipe off the
dung and grime of his servitude and escape. There was a fine sand on the
bottom that he used to scour his skin clean. The stream created a break in
the trees and he could see those billions of stars overhead. Could Sutreyu
be right? Was he looking at the stars from a different world? He had never
learned any constellations except for the big dipper and the three stars of
Orion’s belt. He couldn’t find them.
That didn’t mean he was on a different world though. There had been
plenty of times on Earth that he had looked for them and not found them.
As he listened to his thoughts though, he was aware that he was thinking
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of this as somewhere else. If he couldn’t trust a woman who appeared in
his dreams, who could he trust?
Ben stepped out of the stream and picked up his club. He grinned as he
caught a reflection of himself in the dark water. Naked man with club.
Uggg! It was the first time he had seen himself since the Sob. He looked as
good as he felt. The ripples in the water actually masked his age pretty
well. He could still see his grey hair though.
He looked back up at the sky, amazed at the number of stars he was
able to pick out. It was only then, at that moment, five days after waking,
that he realized just how strange things were. Since he didn’t have his
glasses, he shouldn’t be able to see anything but fuzzy blurs. Instead, Ben
was able to see each individual star in perfect clarity. Somewhere
between Earth and here, wherever here was, his vision had been fixed. He
could see. Perfectly.
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Chapter 2

After carefully considering his options, Ben decided that following the
stream was his best option. He would cautiously follow its meandering
path and hope that it would lead him to the river that separated the
Believers from Bridger’s people. Ben figured that he would hear a group
of people before they heard him. He was hungry as hell, but he didn’t
expect to find any food while it was dark. He needed to find a place to
hide until daylight.
Ideally, it would be a place he could hide in daylight too.
As he walked by the river, Ben realized that he needed to be safe from
predators while he slept. He had been hoping for a cave or a shack to
appear but suddenly saw that the perfect resting place had been above
him all along. The big pine trees on either side of the river had lots of
branches that made them easy to climb. Ben put his club in the branches
above him and climbed. Then he would get his club and repeat the
process. Soon he was twenty or thirty feet above the ground. He found a
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large forked branch that would hold him from falling, leaned back and
closed his eyes. Sleep came quickly.
He was on the stairway that led to the Heavenly City again. Above him
he could see the first gate, the same gate that had crushed him before. He
looked around for Sutreyu, but he was alone. It was nighttime on the
stairs and the stars were bright above him. A full moon cast bluish
shadows over the entire mountain. Should he attempt to pass through
the gate again?
It was either that, sit still, or go down the steps. He didn’t really have a
choice. He was here to go through the gate.
Ben began the climb to the gateway. The steps were carved from the
granite of the mountain. Each one was smooth from the footsteps of
countless pilgrims who had climbed before him. He hadn’t noticed before,
but now he could see that there were small Chinese characters carved to
the side of each step. He was surprised at his ability to read them but was
unable to make sense of them. They were words, but they seemed to be
random.
Deer. Pillow. Portrait. Flower. Merchant. He could make no sense of
them and soon gave up. It took him longer to reach the gate than it had
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before, with each step, his nervousness grew. Would he be able to pass?
He didn’t know why it felt so important, but as he looked to the
mountaintop and saw the palace of Guanyin lit brightly, he knew that it
was essential that he get there.
The gate was before him. Just as the last time, he felt his weight grow
heavier. There was a part of him that told him to turn back. It told him it
wasn’t time yet. He ignored it.
He could feel the massive force of the gate pushing down upon his
exhausted body. Using every ounce of will and strength he possessed, Ben
pressed on. With the next step he could feel himself being pushed down
from above. His mind told him that he would not pass.
His spirit didn’t listen. With a colossal act of will, Ben took another step
forward. And suddenly he was through it. The heaviness he had felt was
gone. It was replaced by a buoyancy that felt like it would lift him in the
air. He turned and looked back at the gate.
The white stone of it reflected the moonlight. He could see nothing that
marked it as more than stone. It didn’t glow. But he knew. His hand
reached towards it and he felt a rush of electricity go through his body.
Not like a shock, but like a wave of energy which vitalized him.
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“It’s nice to be free, isn’t it?” Sutreyu had appeared on the steps above
him. He turned and saw her, regarding him thoughtfully.
“You made it away from the Believers then?” He was filled with relief at
seeing her.
She nodded. “Yes. That’s not the freedom I meant though. For most of
your life, you have been carrying an attachment to the manifestations of
your physical being. Nearly all humans do it. We become attached to what
we think of as ‘our life’. It’s a strange combination of ego and possession.
My family. My job. My dog. My work. My education. My, my, my. We are
anchored into place by these things. We think we own them, but in fact,
we have allowed them to own us. We are the slaves of what we think we
possess. “
“In order to pass through the first gate, you have to be free of those
things. Most people never make it. They reach the point of self definition
and they get crushed. I know, you still feel like you are attached to those
things, but there is a fundamental difference in the way you are thinking
of them now with how you were thinking of them before. You have
demonstrated that you are ready to evolve. That is why you were able to
pass through the gate Ben. That is the freedom of which I spoke.”
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Ben was surprised to realize that he knew what Sutreyu meant. He
didn’t need to question what her words meant. It was communication as
it was meant to be. She spoke. He heard. Understanding.
A gentle wind blew the light fabric of her gown and caught a wisp of her
hair. The scent of night blooming jasmine was carried on the breeze. The
moment was perfection. He savored it and let it pass.
“Sutreyu. Can you tell me about the escape? Were the others able to get
away?”
“Some of them did Ben. I did. Right now I am with Haruka, Abdullah,
Leah, and Nick. We are safe and not far from you. Not everyone was so
lucky though. I know some were killed, some were captured, and some
are still free, but I can’t tell you more than this.” There was sadness in her
voice, for a moment, Ben found himself thinking this was only a dream,
but he knew better. This was more than a dream.
“What should I do now?” He knew the answer, but asked anyway.
She smiled. “Read the mountain face and climb to the second gate Ben.
I have to be going now.” She stood and began coming down the steps.
There was no room for her to get by him, and nowhere for him to go. He
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thought she would stop, instead, she passed through him and continued
through the gate. The smell of the jasmine filled the air.
He turned and watched her for a moment. And then he began to climb.
As daylight rose, he could see huge columns of script to his right. The
cliff face they were on was gigantic and seemed impossible to reach. He
paused and arranged their meaning into a story.
‘When an empty boat comes close to a collision with a full one on the
river anger can not arise, for there is no one to direct anger at. However,
when a full boat is in danger of collision with an occupied boat, the first
boat’s master may call for the second boat to keep clear. If three times he
calls and three times he is ignored, then, he begins to shout harsh words
and foul language and anger fills his soul. His anger never reaches the
second boat, but only destroys his own peace. If a boat’s master does not
hear your call, it is best to treat the boat as empty rather than filling your
soul with anger.’
Ben considered the words as he climbed. He didn’t know exactly how to
apply them to his own situation, but hoped that would be able to hold on
to the profoundness of their wisdom. He could see the second gate. It was
far in the distance. Much too far to reach in a single nights sleep.
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Chapter 3

He heard them before he saw them. Ben didn’t know how long he had
slept, but the barking of the dogs dragged him back into consciousness. As
he opened his eyes, he knew exactly where he was. He was sitting in a
tree in a forest that existed in the middle of a city people called Purgatory
located on a planet that was apparently not Earth. It would be hard to be
more specific than that.
He looked down through the canopy and was surprised to find that he
had climbed so high in the darkness. Below him, the sunlight created a
mottled pattern as it passed through the big pines and hit the ground.
About a dozen dogs were passing through the area he could see. Several
of them drank from the stream while others watched the perimeter. It
was amazing that domestic dogs had reverted to pack mentality so quickly
and so effectively.
Ben corrected himself as he thought it. He only assumed these were
domesticated dogs. Certainly, none of them had responded to him like
dogs with owners. For all he knew, these dogs had been running loose
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here for years. Hell, they might be fourth of fifth generation. Dammit, not
knowing anything about anything could be frustrating as hell. He grinned.
Here’s what he knew. There were dogs below him.
He was glad that he had put himself in the trees. The dogs were on
edge. He was guessing it was a combination of them smelling him in the
area and the fact that the Believers had been killing a lot of dogs. As he
thought it, he realized that he wouldn’t mind killing a few of them himself.
He could use the meat, he could use the guts, and he could use the skin.
Now wasn’t the time though.
Ben stayed quiet and watched as the dogs passed by, thankfully in the
opposite direction he was going to head. After making sure the area was
clear, Ben made his way to the ground. He’d like to have some sort of a
knife, but he didn’t have time to learn cave man skills and the materials
he did know how to use were back in the city. For now, he would have to
remain a naked man with a big stick.
He drank deeply from the stream. The fresh water soothed his body and
calmed his mind. The sound of the water as it flowed over rocks was light
and he could almost imagine hearing the laughter of children in it. He was
glad that he had always kept a little bit of the child alive within himself. He
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figured it must be part of the reason why he was able to adapt to things
here so well. Ben had always had a soft spot for stories of magic and
enchantment. Not only had he enjoyed fantastic stories, there was a part
of him that believed there must be some truth to them. To him, the world
had always seemed just a little bit too logical. As strange as everything
had become, somehow, he was more comfortable with it all here. It just
made more sense.
In daylight he was able to move quite a bit faster. He walked quietly and
tried to imagine himself as one of the nervous dogs that was watching
everything for signs of danger. Yeah, it just made more sense. His dreams
were more than dreams, the dead were no longer completely gone,
young looking women were actually old, and most importantly, someone
or something had brought him and everyone else here and probably had
some sort of a plan.
It was impossible to say what that plan was without knowing who was
behind it. From what he had seen and been told so far, nothing made
sense. Earth was destroyed by a polar shift according to Nick. Both Ben
and Haruka had seen people and some sort of high tech vehicle rescue
them. Sutreyu had confirmed that there were other people who had the
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ability to watch and evaluate them. Ben had to believe her because she
appeared in his dreams and was acting as a sort of guide in reaching the
Temple of Guanyin. She had also indicated that they were no longer on
Earth.
But where were they? The Bishop and the Believers thought they were
in some sort of purgatory where good would fight evil. Ben had learned
first hand that what they considered good was what he considered evil
and he didn’t buy their theory. Something was strange about it, though he
agreed with that part. The Bishop had said it was an unnatural city. He
claimed that they had found no sign of human habitation, only the empty
shells of buildings. There were the dogs too. From what he could see,
many of them were not mixed breeds. If they had been here for
generations, he would expect that they would all be. Ben’s guess was that
the dogs were brought here by the same spaceship people that had
brought the humans.
For the most part, the stream bank was easy for him to follow. He had
hoped to find Sutreyu and the others, but so far had seen no sign of them.
After several hours of walking, he came to a cliff where the water poured
over. It wasn’t a tall waterfall, no more than fifteen feet, but it made it
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impossible for Ben to follow the bank. He would have to go around it
through the forest. He decided to cross to the far side and look for a way
down further that way.
The biggest question was who were the people that had rescued them?
What did they want out of all this? Ben wished he knew a way to find out.
Ben had to go further than he would have guessed in order to find a
way back down to the river. Twenty minutes after leaving the bank, he
was still being thwarted by a wall of thorny bushes and impassable
barriers. He was still looking when he heard voices.
He figured out where they were coming from and moved quietly
forward. Looking through the bushes he could make out two men walking
swiftly through the forest. They looked like Believers. The path they were
walking was going to bring them right by where he was hiding. He hoped
they wouldn’t see him, but it was too late to move. He held his club, ready
to fight, but not wanting to. As they got closer, he could hear what they
were saying.
“…the thing I don’t understand is why the Bishop would suddenly put
him in charge of a bunch of us that have been loyal to him all along? I
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mean, I was one of the first hundred and now this guy that was a slave is
supposed to be my boss? That’s just not right.”
His companion nodded. “The Bishop knows more than we do. We just
have to trust his judgment on these things. I know what you mean, but
I’m sure there is a reason for it. Think about it, at least it’s one of the
white slaves. I don’t like being told to search the forest by Adam any more
than you do, but if the Bishop tells me he’s the boss, than he is the boss.
Know what I mean?”
Adam! These men didn’t know that he had been a spy? Why in the
world wouldn’t the Bishop have told them that? Ben wondered how many
men were searching through the forest. It seemed pretty foolish to send
them out in groups of two. There must be more nearby. The more he
thought of it, the more sure he was. The forest was probably crawling
with Believers and they were probably all within shouting distance of each
other. He was lucky he hadn’t run into more of them.
Unfortunately, the two men in front of him seemed to have found the
best way to get where Ben had been heading. He could still hear them as
they walked past and beyond him.
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“I just hope the Bishop lets us get some action with the women soon. I
was talking with a couple of the guys and they said they’re not going to
wait much longer. Some of the women are totally ready for it. They want
it as bad as we do. I’d sure like to have the chance to give it to one of em…
or all of em.”
His companion guffawed loudly. A shout came from further out…”Hey,
you chickens keep your cackling down, if there were any slaves nearby
they certainly don’t need to hear that you guys have a case of blue balls.”
More laughter from the jungle. Ben had been right. There were Believers
all over the place. Hopefully not behind him though.
He made his way back to the river, crossed and soon found a way down
on the other side. He was going to have to be even more careful than he
had been. He was being hunted.
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Chapter 4

As convenient as traveling on the relatively clear stream bank had been,
it was far too exposed for Ben to continue. He was going to continue
following the stream, but he would do so from the cover of the forest
further from the bank. He wondered how long the Believers would devote
to recovering the runaway slaves. Certainly they couldn’t make it their
primary focus. Or maybe they would, he had no way of understanding
what it was they were trying to accomplish in the first place.
Stepping away from the stream Ben had a pleasant surprise when he
found a big tree loaded with pears. He really needed some gear. He
gathered up a bunch of the fruit to take with him and suddenly realized
that he didn’t even have a t shirt to wrap them up in, let alone a backpack,
a canteen, or clothes. He wondered how big the Parklands were. He only
had Leah’s assertion that the city continued on the other side of the
woods. Maybe he was wandering into an endless forest.
Even if he was, it was better than staying anywhere near the Believers.
He looked at the forest around him, hoping to find something he could
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use to carry the pears, but he didn’t have the time or skill necessary to
craft a basket or bag from bark or twigs. He gorged himself on the pears
and continued on. He hoped he would be able to find more sustenance
along the way to wherever he was going.
As he traveled through the woods, he was surprised several times by
rabbits that fled as he startled them. Good, it looked like dog wasn’t the
only meat to be had. He had a close call with the dogs towards midday. He
was glad to be near the trees as suddenly he noticed several dogs with
their noses raised into the wind on the far bank. He scrambled up a tree.
The dogs didn’t hear him over the sound of the rushing water and luckily,
the wind was blowing towards him, so they didn’t catch his scent.
Ben wondered what other sorts of animals lived in these woods, but
hoped he wouldn’t find out by being attacked by them. The stream was
filled with fish. There were small schools of fry and now and then a larger
fish would snatch an insect from the surface of the water. He had seen
several types of birds. He’d never been much of a birdwatcher, but he
thought the big blue ones that made so much noise were either jays or
jackdaws. The black birds with the peach colored breasts were robins. He
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thought that he had seen a hawk, but it disappeared in the big trees too
soon for him to be sure.
He was surprised that he hadn’t seen any more of the Believers. He’d
been certain they would follow the same stream he was. It had been
hours and he was considering moving back to the stream bank so that he
could move faster. If he encountered more of the dogs he felt pretty sure
that he would be able to scramble to the trees fast enough to avoid them.
Besides, having a club made him feel like the dogs might choose other
game over him. He was certainly seeing enough of it out here.
He had seen several more fruit trees. There was a sort of stunted
orange tree, apples, and even a cherry tree. The first few he found, he
stuffed himself in case he didn’t find more, but after he had seen more of
them he began to feel more comfortable that he would be able to find
food when he became hungry.
The forest was becoming thicker and harder to navigate for him. The
decision to move to the bank was made for him by the difficulty of the
vegetation away from it. He stepped towards the water and suddenly, the
brush parted on the other side. It was too late for him to hide himself
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from the five people who crashed through the bushes and ran towards
him.
At first they didn’t see him because they were too occupied with what
they were doing.
He saw Abdullah turn and help Sutreyu and Nick through the brush.
Haruka and Leah came out of the bushes slightly further up the stream.
“Did we lose them?” Nick was out of breath as he asked it, they all
looked like they had been running at full speed for a while.
Haruka answered. “I don’t know. I think they must have seen us. I mean
we just about dropped in their laps.” It was then that he looked across the
stream and saw Ben. He jumped, but then realized who it was. “Come on,
it’s Ben.”
Haruka quickly came across the stream and the others followed. Ben
would have loved to have exchanged pleasantries with them, but there
was no time. Obviously they were being pursued.
“Who is after you? Believers?” it was possible they were being chased
by dogs or someone else, but Ben knew it must be the Bishop’s people.
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Leah answered him. “Yeah. We thought we were in the clear and were
trying to find the edge of the forest and we came out of the brush and
they were right in front of us. I can’t believe we didn’t hear them.”
“I can’t believe we didn’t smell them.” It was Abdullah this time. “No
one is stopping them from bathing and yet…they do not.”
“Are you sure they saw you?” He had to assume that they had, but it
was possible they hadn’t.
Haruka nodded his head. “Yeah, they definitely saw us. They didn’t
come right after us, but I’m sure they are following now. We need to
move. Quickly.”
“Okay. Let’s go.” Ben began running down the riverbank in a fast jog. He
didn’t know where he was going, but he knew he had to go. They were
obviously going to follow. As he had discovered, the forest was
impassable where he had come from and they couldn’t go back towards
the Believers.
Ben ran until he saw the forest open up a little bit. He saw some of the
big pines like the one he had spent the previous night in. they needed to
go up. He slowed and turned. They were all behind him. Abdullah first and
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Haruka last. The other three were between. Ben was glad to be rejoined
with them.
Ben pointed to one of the biggest trees as Abdullah caught up to him.
“We’ve got to go up into the trees. Go.”
Abdullah loped to the tree, wrapped his whip over his shoulders and
began to climb. The others followed suit. Nick, Lea, and Sutreyu were
already climbing. Haruka came beside Ben. He gripped Ben’s shoulder
affectionately and nodded his approval at Ben’s plan.
“It’s good to see you Ben. Sutreyu told us you were fine, but it was hard
to know. You go next, I’ll come up last.” Ben handed Haruka his club and
climbed into the lowest branches. Haruka handed him their two clubs and
came up to him. They seesawed up the limbs that way until they were
high over the forest floor where the other four were waiting for them.
Now they all waited for whatever or whoever would come next.
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Chapter 5

Nick wanted to ask Ben about the escape but each time he tried, he was
shushed by one of them. Finally, they all just sat, watching, listening, and
hoping they wouldn’t see Believer’s come crashing through the brush, but
impatient to see them at the same time. Time crawled. Realistically, they
were only in the trees for five or ten minutes, but it seemed interminably
longer.
Finally, after an eight minute eternity, they were rewarded with what
none of them really wanted to see but they had all been waiting for.
Believer after believer came out of the forest and milled about on the
banks of the stream. Some of them drank from the stream, others flopped
onto the ground, and at least a few of them looked at the hopelessly
trampled ground for tracks or clues as to where their prey had gone.
“Are you sure it was the slaves and not just some random group of
forest people?” It was a stocky man who spoke. He was one of the latest
to arrive. He was asking one of the first who had arrived. Ben counted a
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total of thirty seven men and there still seemed to be more coming. Jesus,
he hoped they didn’t look up.
“Yeah, we’re sure. We saw the chink and the raghead, it was definitely
them. There were a couple more of the women too.” The man answering
was a nondescript man in his mid thirties. Ben knew instinctively by
looking at him that he was dangerous. This was a guy he didn’t want
anything to do with.
“Is that why you’re so keen on catching them White? You want to get
some more pussy?” The stocky man was laughing at his own crude joke.
“Hell, we still got them other two back yonder. They’re ready for more.”
White moved quickly. Stocky man wouldn’t of known what hit him if
White weren’t standing above him ready to hit him again. “You men are
made of a weak moral fiber. You are fornicators and rapists. You tell your
crude jokes and amuse one another with them, but don’t, I repeat, do not
think that I am one of you. I am cut from a different cloth. Talk to me
again and I will kill you. That there is a promise.”
White turned and walked to the water where he used his cupped hands
to drank deeply. Yeah, Ben wanted nothing to do with this guy. Somehow,
despite his pontification, Ben figured White had been involved in the rape
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and fornicating just as much as the others. White struck Ben as the most
dangerous type of hypocrite, the self righteous kind.
After several more minutes, the rest of their people had apparently
caught up to them. Ben couldn’t really figure out who was in charge. He
didn’t see the two men he had seen in the woods earlier that day. Either
they were elsewhere or this was a different group entirely. Soon,
however, one final group emerged from the brush. Several men pushed
two trussed women ahead of them. Jennifer and Freya had been used
sorely. They were covered with blood, scratches, and bruises.
They were shoved through the brush by the two men he had seen
earlier. Behind them, came Adam. Around him in the tree, Ben heard the
other’s catch their breath. He was sure it was a combination of seeing the
two women so badly abused and of seeing Adam, clean, dressed like a
Believer, and obviously in charge.
“Is there any sign of them?” He asked the air with the confidence of a
man who knew that someone was listening and would provide him with
an answer. Several of the men jumped to do so.
“No Sir.” “Nothing that we’ve seen.” “They may have gotten away from
us this time, Sir.”
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White squatted on the bank and said nothing. He stood slowly and
moved to where Adam and the slave women were standing. In his hand
was a glass dagger similar to the one Ben had initially made. Adam
watched him coming cautiously. As White got closer and said nothing, Ben
could see that Adam was becoming nervous. Finally, he spoke.
“What is it White? Do you have something to say?” White just kept
moving forward. Suddenly he grabbed Jennifer by the hair, yanked her off
balance, and sliced her throat with the sharp edge of his knife. Blood
sprayed out of her jugular and hit Adam and Freya, who began to scream
hysterically. Everyone was shocked by it, the Believers, Adam, and the
escaped slaves watching from above. Ben heard some of his companions
gasp and turned to them with his finger on his lips.
This was bad.
“White! You’ve…you’ve killed her man! What the..?” Adam backed
away. Freya was still screaming. Ben hoped that someone among the
Believers would do something, there was nothing he or anyone in the tree
could do except to watch in horror.
“Yeah, Boss. I killed her. This Jezebel already caused enough of us to
stain our souls. Her whorish pleas have already corrupted us enough. I’m
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pretty sure that the rest of them Jesus hating slaves ain’t too far from
here and maybe now they are going to get to see me kill this other one
too…” White made a grab for Freya but was hit from behind by four men
at once. Freya’s screams were non-stop. White went down, but it took
several more men to subdue him. “You stupid sons of bitches, you want
her to tell the Bishop what we done? Huh? You want her to cause him to
cast us all out and turn us to slaves too?”
White squirmed and fought and was finally subdued, but his words
never stopped and put all of the Believers that heard them in a sort of
panic. Freya’s screams started to subside and then she looked down at
Jennifer’s corpse which was still pumping blood from her sliced neck. She
began screaming again.
“Somebody gag her.” Adam pointed at a group of men. “Don’t hurt her.
You understand me?”
White struggled more from where six men held him down. “You’ve got
to kill her!”
Adam motioned to White. “Gag him too. Crazy freak. Make sure you tie
him up good. Damn.”
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The men stuffed cloth into White and Freya’s mouths. As they did so,
White looked up and saw Ben and the others in the tree. He renewed his
struggling. Ben could only hope that he would remain gagged. The man
struggled and fought until finally the stocky man who had been hit by him
earlier came silently to where he was being held and knocked him
unconscious with a powerful punch to the side of the head.
With Freya gagged and White unconscious, it was quiet. No one spoke.
Finally, Adam broke the silence.
“He’s right. We can’t take her back.”
Some one asked. “Should we kill her.”
Adam shook his head. “No. We’re not going to do anything to her.
We’re leaving her here. The dogs can kill her. You men, get White.
Everybody, let’s get going. We’re going home.”
It was only a few minutes and they were all gone. Behind them they left
Frey tied and gagged lying next to the dead body that had once been a
woman named Jennifer.
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Chapter 6

As much as they wanted to climb down from the trees and help Freya
right away, none of them were willing to do so until they knew the
Believers were gone. Whenever any of them would begin to speak, Ben
would hush them. After what he felt was a reasonable amount of time, he
indicated that they should climb down. He could hardly believe the
horrors that had been laid before his eyes in this world. He certainly
wasn’t becoming numb to it.
He helped all of the others down and motioned for them to hide in the
brush while he went to untie Freya. They agreed, except Sutreyu.
“No Ben. You stay. She has been touched by too many men already
today.” Ben knew what she meant, but he wasn’t willing to send Sutreyu
into a possible trap.
“Negative. I’ll go out there. If they are anywhere nearby, I expect we’ll
know soon enough. If they do jump me, I need to know that you guys are
running. If they don’t, well, if they don’t then you come out.”
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“No Ben. I will come with you. We will go together.” Now it became a
mutiny. Haruka stepped forward.
“We will all go.” Ben was overruled. It was probably a good idea anyway.
At least with six of them they could take a few Believers out too. So they
all stepped out of the bushes and crossed the stream together. Once they
reached the other side, Sutreyu too charge.
“Leah. You come with me and help me hold her while I untie her. Haruka
and Nick, I need you to get some sturdy branches to make a litter for her.
They were kind enough to use an excessive amount of rope when they
tied her. I am going to put her into a kind of hypnotic trance so that she
can have time to let her brain recover. She sees nothing but horror right
now. She won’t be able to walk for a while.”
She turned to Ben and Abdullah. “You two need to take Jennifer
somewhere where we she can rest in peace. Don’t worry about animals
finding her, they will, no matter what you do. Just make sure she is not
going to be found by people. She doesn’t need to interact with anyone,
ever again.”
No one argued with her. Ben figured they were all relieved to be given
something to do. Of course, he and Abdullah were given the harshest
cccxlii

The Hu Factor by Vago C. Damitio

task. Disposing of a corpse didn’t really qualify as relief to Ben, but it had
to be done.
He reached under Jennifer and grabbed her under the armpits.
Abdullah took the feet. They carried her towards the jungle.
“Ben. Do you think that they have really gone home? Maybe it was a
trick?” Abdullah looked nervous as he they came closer to where the
Believers had disappeared into the forest.
“No. I don’t think it was a trick Abdullah. Although, what the hell do I
know. I actually thought Adam was one of us. I trusted him.”
Abdullah shook his head. “Don’t blame yourself. We all did. There are
very few of us who have ever experienced anything like what we are
going through. I don’t know why the Bishop was so much better prepared
than all of us. I feel as if I, especially, should have been prepared for such
an infiltration.”
There was a large tree that had fallen and was rotting on the ground.
Ben backed towards it. He was struggling to keep his hold on Jennifer’s
body. She wasn’t a large woman, but in death, she felt like she weighed
four hundred pounds.
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Where the roots of the tree had been, there was a sort of cavern that
was big enough to put her body in. It was the obvious choice. They placed
her in feet first and then lowered the rest of her in. Ben was covered with
her blood. He could wash off, but it was horrible.
They picked up brush and logs from the ground and attempted to cover
her up. It was hardly a proper burial and Sutreyu was right, there was no
hiding her corpse from the animals, but Ben figured it was unlikely that
any human would disturb her here.
“May she rest in peace. I didn’t know her, but she seemed like a good
woman. She certainly didn’t deserve this.” Ben needed to say something.
Abdullah nodded. “None of us deserve this Ben. May the world get
better for all of us. Inshallah.”
They turned and began the walk back to where the others were.
Something Abdullah had said suddenly clicked in Ben’s brain.
“Abdullah, why should you have noticed Adam any more than the rest
of us? Were you a cop or something?”
Abdullah laughed. “No Ben. I was a terrorist.”
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Ben looked at him to see if he were joking, but the look in Abdullah’s
eyes was completely serious. “You are a terrorist?”
Abdullah shook his head no. “ I said I was a terrorist. I was also a
fisherman. A son. A father. A husband. I am none of those things now in
this place.”
It was a concept that Ben had considered. Did the labels that used to
apply to him in the old world still apply in this one. Was he still a husband
if he had no wife? Was he still a printer if there was nothing to print and
no print shop? Was he still a father if he had no children? Was he still an
American though America certainly did not exist here? Like Abdullah, his
answers were usually no.
“But what are you now? If you are none of those things you were?” Ben
had come to some conclusions, but he wondered what this slender man in
front of him would say.
Abdullah laughed, not uproariously, but in an amused way. “I am exactly
what I had become in the last world Ben. I am a seeker. I am a Sufi.” He
turned away from Ben and began the walk back towards the others.
“Come, this is no time for us to exchange life histories…the others will be
waiting.”
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Ben followed him out of the jungle.

cccxlvi

The Hu Factor by Vago C. Damitio

Chapter 7

Over the next several hours they followed the stream carrying Freya on
the improvised litter. Sutreyu had put the girl into a deep sleep that the
rigors of the trail did nothing to wake her from . Each of them took turns
carrying her. When Sutreyu and Leah insisted on carrying the litter, there
was a small flurry of words as Haruka and Nick both insisted that the men
should do the carrying.
“I mean no disrespect,” Haruka said, “but we need to move quickly and I
am afraid that the two of you need to conserve your strength.” This when
Leah offered to give him relief.
“Look here, I am every bit as strong as you and probably outweigh you
by thirty pounds.” Leah wasn’t fat, but she was a big woman. She had
wide shoulders, strong arms, and finely muscled legs. Ben had tried not to
stare while she bathed in the river at an earlier stop, but the truth was,
she was an amazon picture of perfection. As beautiful as a fashion model
and no doubt as strong as she said.
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Nick tried to push Haruka’s case. “I am positive that you are right, but
the truth is that the human male body is designed for carrying heavy
loads, but the human female is not.”
Sutreyu smiled and stepped in the middle of the three of them. “Lea and
I will carry our sister. Women have always carried the burdens of the
world. We carry water, tents, children, food, and other burdens. Women
plow fields, harvest crops, and are more than capable of even men’s
harshest labors. Certainly, you haven’t forgotten what the women of
Okinawa,” she looked at Haruka as she said this and turned to Nick, “or
Senegal are capable of doing. Stand aside and disrespect your mothers no
more.”
Ben could see the clouds of memory crossing both men’s visages and
was not surprised that her words had the effect of making both of them
stand back and make way for the women to carry Freya. Did anyone else
know that Sutreyu was a century old? It certainly helped explain a lot to
him about her, but it didn’t explain the ease with which she and Leah
carried Freya until it was nearly dark. Ben and Abdullah had both
struggled with the litter after only an hour, but as the women carried it,
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they moved with ease and Ben didn’t see a single bead of sweat upon
them.
As darkness approached, they were still within the forest. The stream
had widened considerably and flowed with enough force to create a safe
barrier on one side of them. Ben looked for trees that would be suitable
for all of them to sleep in, but wondered how they would bring the still
unconscious Freya into the canopy with them.
“It is my opinion, that tonight, we need not fear being attacked by the
Believers.” Abdullah spoke softly. “I propose that we build a fire and take
turns standing watch. I have faith that we have earned a respite from the
strife we have suffered of late. Tonight, on the eve of our seventh day
here, we shall not be molested.”
Even if he had disagreed, Ben was too exhausted to. They found a
grassy bank alongside the stream and laid Freya upon it.
Each of them searched nearby to find sustenance and relieve
themselves. Ben was able to find a cherry tree that was bursting with
fruit. Leah pulled clumps of watercress from the stream. Haruka returned
to their camp with a bird’s nest and four eggs. Nick pulled various barks
from trees, broke sticks, and in an amazingly short amount of time had
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built a fire with a pointy stick and some stringy bark. He put the point of
the stick on the bark and rubbed it vigorously between his hands until a
puff of grey smoke arose from the pile of tinder he had placed next to it.
When Ben expressed his amazement, Nick looked embarrassed. “One
rarely forgets the important skills of one’s childhood.” Ben wanted to ask
him more about his life, but suddenly Abdullah was back with them.
“Ah, good. I was afraid we would be forced to eat Sushi. I prefer my fish
cooked.” Strung on a stick he held a half dozen fish. Ben was amazed by
these people he was with. They had pulled so much from the land. He
thought of the Believers eating dog meat in the Cathedral and smiled.
They, like so many people he had known, were prisoners of their own
fear, greed, and mentality of scarcity. This, on the other hand, this feast
which was shaping up before them was provided by the universe for
anyone who was willing to accept a mentality of abundance.
If not for what they had witnessed today, this might have been a
celebration. Sutreyu had sat with her hands upon Freya’s head while the
others did their gathering. She now stood up.
“She will sleep through this night. Tomorrow, she will not remember
what she has seen today. The cost of the experience was too much for
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her. Someday, she may remember, but for now, we must all swear to
never let her know what we have seen or what we suspect happened to
her. We shall carry the pain which would otherwise kill her. We must
never let her know.” There was so much power in Sutreyu’s words and
voice. Ben didn’t know how to look at her. Her face and form were
beautiful, but beyond that, her being was something he would almost call
divine. When he looked at her he saw an old wise woman and a young
beautiful woman at the same time.
“Now. I see that you have all brought something to contribute to this
meal. I am unwilling to not contribute something myself.” They all started
to reassure her that there was no need, that what she was doing was
enough, but she didn’t pause to listen and disappeared into the now dark
surroundings.
She was gone only a few minutes before returning with wild garlic,
onions, and several large flat pieces of bark.
“I hope you do not mind me providing plates and a bit of spice to this
meal that we all deserve so very much.” Needless to say, no one did.
As good as the food was, Ben savored and enjoyed the companionship
of these people just as much. Amazingly, it was the first chance most of
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them had had to compare stories about who they were and what they
thought had happened.
Ben started it shortly after the food was gone. “I was in my print shop in
Portland getting ready to have dinner with a friend when the shop
collapsed on me. Where were all of you?”
Nick went next. “I was in my lab in Glasgow, I was studying the effects of
sunspot magnetism on the earth’s polarity.”
Ben still had a hard time grasping that they were all from different
places. “So you were in Scotland, I was in the U.S, what about you Leah?”
Leah hesitated and Ben thought he might have seen embarrassment
flash across her face. After the briefest pause she said “I was in Milan
doing a photo shoot for Prada. When the weather started going weird, my
agent decided to throw a sort of hurricane party, and then…well…you
guys know what happened. What about you Abdullah? Where were you?”
Abdullah was looking at Leah with his eyes brows raised to the tree tops.
“You are a fashion model?”
She laughed. “Yeah, I know. I’m pretty big, but that’s the thing, nobody
wants to see those anorexic little things anymore, or, at least they
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didn’t…” Everyone was quiet as they remembered where they were. This
wasn’t a camping trip. “So anyway, what about you Abdullah, what did
you do?”
No one was surprised to hear that Abdullah had been a fisherman. He
didn’t mention to the rest of them that he had been a terrorist. Ben
wanted to find out more, but figured Abdullah would talk about it when
he felt comfortable doing so.
“Yes, the men in my family have been fishermen for generations. My
family has always been on the water. In the times of the Phoenicians, we
were merchants and traders, but history has a way of changing things. As
we are all aware of now…” He coughed into his hand. The small fire
between them all cast shadows that danced upon the water. “But I am
curious about my friend Haruka. Tell me, you were military, yes?”
Haruka looked around the fire at them and shrugged his shoulders. “I
don’t suppose it matters anymore so I might as well tell you. I was a
commando with the Japanese SDF, that’s Self Defense Force, we were
doing a survey of certain islands in the Philippines. They didn’t tell us
exactly why, but among those of us doing it, we were all pretty sure that
Japan was looking at recreating a little bit of our old empire.”
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Ben was flabbergasted. “But isn’t Japan forbidden to use their forces
offensively by their constitution?”
Haruka shrugged. “Sure, but that constitution was written by a woman
from Kansas during a decade of your country occupying mine. Japan has
the third largest military in the world. The United States opened the door
for a new empire as soon as they started inviting Japanese troops to assist
as peacekeepers in the Middle East and Africa. Things change…I mean,
they did. So, yeah Ben, our best guess was that the US and Japan were
divvying up all the hotspots in the Pacific and this was the first recon…
anyway, I was doing a scuba recon near Mindanao when the water
currents began going crazy. I was supposed to stay down for a much
longer time, but it was just too dangerous, I did a controlled ascent to the
surface, and when I got there, well, someone was waiting for me.”
Ben was going to ask about what Haruka had seen, but Sutreyu spoke
first. “Yes, I think that someone was waiting for all of us at some point.
That is why we are here. I must now tell you all something that may be
difficult for you to hear.” Ben felt the hair on the back of his neck rise in
anticipation of what Sutreyu was about to tell them. He had wondered
what she would say when it was her turn to speak.
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Her voice was strong and clear, though not loud. The crackling of the fire
seemed to keep time with the natural rhythm with which she spoke.
“For thousands of years, human beings have sensed that there was
more to reality than that which their senses could inform them about.
Mysticism, science, philosophy, and religion have all tried to explain what
men and women have felt from the dawn of time. Other worlds have
never been as far away as most people believe. In fact, certain human
beings have always been able to see just how small a place existence
really is, and this is what I must tell you now, not all human beings come
from the same world as the six of us. I am from China. Like you, I was born
on Earth. Unlike you, I have journeyed to the places that are near it and
met with the some of the beings who exist in those places. “
“I do not know if words exist to describe what I have experienced nor
what has happened to you…and me, but I shall try. Imagine the ocean
covered with gigantic waves. The waves do not travel in one direction
only. They travel in all directions and each wave has a story of its own that
it must find. Now, within each wave are many different things, pieces of
seaweed, driftwood, coconuts, and a myriad of other things which are
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carried along on that waves journey until some other force acts upon
them and takes them to a different wave.”
“I want you to imagine that Earth, is simply one of those waves. It exists
in an ocean filled with countless other waves. Each of you, have spent
your life, living on this wave called Earth which is hurtling towards its own
story. I want to remind you that waves do not die, they are simply
transformed into other waves, or combined with, other waves, but the
universe does not make them disappear. Sometimes, however, a wave
encounters a landmass. The chaos that ensues when a wave strikes land is
tremendous.”
They were all rapt, watching this small woman’s ancient hands while her
voice told the story. As her hands moved one to the other, Ben could
almost picture the ocean of worlds she described between them.
“Have you seen giant waves hitting cliffs? The violence is catastrophic
and yet, there is beauty in it and beauty left in its aftermath. This is what
has happened to the wave called Earth. It has hit a cliff face on a huge
landmass and is creating a new kind of beauty.”
“But what about us?” Leah asked. “How did we get here?”
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Sutreyu went on. “That is the most difficult part to explain or
understand, of course. I will try to tell you what I know. It is important to
keep thinking in terms of this ocean of waves. So far, we have only
thought of one wave called Earth, but I want you to consider the other
waves for a moment…are they not all connected to one another by the
same ocean? Mankind has spent his existence searching for ways to
understand, reach, and see all of these other waves. It has taken all of
humanities time on Earth to understand the forces that are required to
even recognize them. Consider that for nearly all of history, the majority
of the spectrum of light has been invisible. Do you suppose that all had
become visible? I tell you, it had not. Not to the eye.”
“This is as much as I know, though I know you will not be satisfied with
my answers. As our wave was smashing into the shore, those of us here,
were carried from it and brought to another wave. This is where we are.
To keep using our analogy of waves, it is as if we were bits of plankton
about to smash onto the cliffs, but at the last moment, a whale moved
through the wave, drawing us past the fate of our planet and bringing us
back out to sea where we were ejected onto a new wave. That is where
we are and how we got here.”
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“You must know more about them,” Ben said. “I mean, I saw them. They
were human and they had technology. I saw the ship!”
Haruka stood up. “I saw them too. Though I can’t say who they were.
Can you tell us more?”
Sutreyu stood as well. “I can tell you that I suspect a few things. I
suspect that we were not all brought here by the same whale. I suspect
that we are being used to achieve some purpose that we do not know.
And, I also suspect that it will not be long before we come face to face
with them.”
Abdullah was still seated cross legged with his chin resting in his hand.
“How can you know all of this? Can you tell us more?”
Sutreyu surveyed them all. “I know all of this from the stars and I am
sorry but I cannot tell you anymore. This is as much as I can explain.”
Ben was more confused than before, but he was also better fed than
before. He volunteered to take the first watch while the others somehow
managed to find their way to sleep.
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Book VIII: The Revelation Will Not Be
Televised
Chapter 1

The Bishop was riding on a wave of ecstasy. Finding a Bible had washed
away whatever doubts he may have held about his divine purpose here, if
he had ever had any doubts to begin with. As they walked back to the
Cathedral carrying just about everything that had been in the vault with
them, the Bishop would read his bible silently and sometimes stop to
share the word of God with the rest of them as he found a passage that
carried special meaning to him. Emma had to admit that the verses he
read, did seem to apply to their situation pretty well.
“The Lord has foretold all of this in Jeremiah Chapter 23.” The Bishop
read to them in a loud voice as they trudged with their burdens on the dry
roads. “Woe to the shepherds who mislead and scatter the flock of my
pasture, says the Lord. You have scattered my sheep and driven them
away. You have not cared for them, but I will take care to punish your evil
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deeds. I myself will gather the remnant of my flock from all the lands to
which I have driven them and bring them back to their meadow; there
they shall increase and multiply. I will appoint shepherds for them who
will shepherd them so that they need no longer fear and tremble; and
none shall be missing.”
Emma could think of more than a few people that were missing. She
hadn’t seen a single person she had known before since she had come
here. Of the people she had met, there were a few of them missing too.
Also, she couldn’t help wondering if the Bishop really thought that his God
had brought him here to make slaves of brown skinned people. She
corrected herself mentally, no, she didn’t have to wonder that. He did. He
was more convinced of his own mission than anyone she had ever met.
She smiled wryly as she remembered a quote that Hugo had always
liked to say whenever they had met religious bigots. “The Devil quotes
scripture.” Hugo had sworn it was a quote from Shakespeare, but she had
also heard it attributed to a dozen other cynics, including Jesus Christ.
Yeah, scripture was some deadly stuff. People must have evolved some
sort of genetic trust for men who read to them from books. Didn’t they
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know books could lie as easily as men did? The words all came from the
same place.
She tuned the Bishop out as she considered how this was going to affect
her own little flock. The loners and hussies wouldn’t have any trouble
remaining independent when the Bishop started preaching the good
word, they all knew that words were only as good as the deeds that
followed them. It was Anne and the other women like her that she was
worried about. Once they started hearing bible quotes, they would all be
willing to become slaves to whatever desires God might inspire the Bishop
to tell them about. The only thing more dangerous than the hard core
Believers, were the women who were going to be ‘saved’ by the Bishop
and his Bible.
As they got back to the Cathedral, there was a rush of activity. It was
approaching evening and rather than being met by adoring crowds that
would celebrate the anointing of the Bishop with the good word, they
were met by Smith. He rushed from the steps of the Cathedral at the first
sign of them.
“Sir…your grace…I’ve got to speak with you immediately.” Smith’s
demeanor was disturbed. The Bishop was floating on air however and
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would not be kept from sharing his joy at what they had found at the
vault.
“All in good time Smith. Smith, I must show you, the Lord has given us
his word.” The Bishop held the bible out in front of him. Smith glanced
down at it and gave an insincere smile, but quickly got back to his point.
“Your Grace, I am glad to hear it, however, I really must insist that I be
allowed to speak with you immediately.”
“You are speaking with me Smith. What is it?” The Bishop was annoyed
now. Emma guessed that he wasn’t too pleased with being kept from
announcing to the Believers that he had been granted sole access to the
word of God. She could understand, but she also understood that Smith
had been sent after the runway slaves earlier in the day and now seemed
to have something important to say. She had not seen the Bishop quite so
negligent of immediate events as this before.
She stepped towards Smith while speaking to the Bishop. “Your
Eminence, I know that you are being guided by the word of the Lord to a
specific task, perhaps, I can allow you some moments to do so by hearing
what Smith has to say. I will give you all the details as soon as possible.”
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For a moment, she thought that the Bishop had come to his senses. He
looked at her and Smith. Smith was on the verge of protesting, but held
himself back as he saw a look of pure sanity looking at him from the
Bishop’s face. The Bishop lifted his hand and began to speak, then he
noticed the bible that he held in it. He flicked it open.
“Numbers 22:35 And the angel of the LORD said unto Balaam, Go with
the men: but only the word that I shall speak unto thee, that thou shalt
speak.” His eyes saw nothing as he looked at Emma and Smith, he was
bedazzled by the book he held. “Yes, go. Thou shalt speak. Emma, you will
tell me all that Smith has to say later. Now, we must speak to everyone.”
He turned to Richard who was standing beside him. “Richard. I want you
to find everyone and have them all come to the Cathedral. We must all
speak and give thanks to the Lord for he has brought us here and reunited
us in this Land.”
Richard stalked away unhappily to do as he was told. The Bishop
directed some men nearby to take the loot from the vault into the
Cathedral and followed them inside. His tall form was bent over with his
nose buried deep in the book.
Emma turned to Smith. “What is it?”
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He looked at her for a moment and replied “Mother Emma, I really
must protest, the Bishop needs to know…”
“Listen to me God dammit. Can’t you see that the Bishop doesn’t know
anything but that he has a bible in his hand? The man is tuned out of this
world. I wouldn’t have believed it was possible, but he is drop dead drunk
on the word of God at the moment and won’t hear a word you say.” Spit
flew from Emma’s mouth as she spoke. “So listen up, unless you want to
waste your time trying to get him to snap out of it, you better tell me
what is going on right now. Got it?”
Smith was looking at her with a newfound respect. “Okay, listen…here’s
the thing. This morning we set out in two directions circling the park like
the Bishop told us too. I don’t know what Adam found because he went
the opposite direction from me. What we found was six of the slaves
coming out of the parklands five or six miles from here. We chased them
through the city for quite a while, but they were fast and we didn’t catch
them. We kept going in the same direction as them for quite a while.”
“Okay, so you didn’t catch them, so what? They’re not going to come
back here and they got away from you, I see why you are upset, but it
really isn’t the end of the world, right? I mean we all lived through that
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last week, right?” Emma’s tone was harsh. She was glad that they’d
gotten away. This martinet was so worried about his job that he wasn’t
thinking of his humanity.
“No, you don’t understand. It’s not the slaves I’m worried about. That’s
not what I need to tell him about. The slaves are the least of our worries.”
“Okay, so what’s the big deal Smith. You seem pretty shook up over not
having caught some escaped slaves…”
“Listen to me,” his face had become red with anger and frustration, “We
kept following them and eventually, we reached the edge of the city. We
reached a shoreline and there was sand and an ocean. There were waves
and nothing but blue for as far as I could see.”
Emma was still confused, but she was trying to be a little less harsh with
the guy. “Okay, great, so you found the ocean, Smith, cut to the chase,
what is the big deal.”
He took a big breath. “The big deal Emma, is that once we got to the
sand, we could see their tracks. The thing is though, we could also see the
tracks of the people who I think captured them. “
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“Okay, so did you get an idea of how many of them there were?” Good.
Emma was glad to hear that there were more people here. It was almost
comforting, at least until Smith said more.
“No, there were too many prints to count, it was really hard to tell, but
the thing is Emma, they were at least twice the size of any footprints I
have ever seen. Judging from the size of those footprints, “ Smith gulped
nervously before finishing his sentence, “the slaves must have been
captured by giants.”
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Chapter 2

Emma had a hard time believing Smith’s story. She was certain that
there was an explanation. After all, he hadn’t seen the giants. He had only
seen giant footprints. Probably what had happened was that the slaves
had been smart enough to know that a bunch of violent religious fanatics
thrown into an already unbelievable situation, would be more than ready
to believe in supernatural beings. She could picture Ben and Nick making
huge footprints in the sand and then watching from some hidden vantage
point as the Believers fled in panic. She smiled to herself.
She had sent Smith to gather his men and bring them to the Cathedral.
He hadn’t struck her as the type to be so superstitious and gullible, but
obviously this situation was more than he could handle. Giants! As she
thought it, the smile on her face disappeared. Now she had to go tell the
Bishop that Smith and his troops had lost the runaways to giants. It would
have been funny if she didn’t think the Bishop would believe her, but he
almost certainly would.
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After all, hadn’t the boy king David had to slay the giant Goliath! Weird
was weird, but she hated to add anymore fuel to the Bishops already
addled religious beliefs. She began to head towards the Cathedral but was
interrupted by the sudden arrival of the other contingent of troops led by
Adam.
Leading several men who were tied and bound, they approached the
Cathedral. Not seeing the Bishop, Adam came to her.
“We’ve captured several of them, but most of the rest of them got
away. Have you seen the Bishop?” Emma did a quick compare and
contrast of this group of men with the group that had been led by Smith.
Where Smith’s men looked tired and freaked out, these men looked like
something else. They were much more grim. Emma guessed that their day
had not involved giants or the beach.
“He’s in the Cathedral. Tell me what happened.” Adam looked at her
with complete and total disdain.
“You would not understand. I need to see the Bishop.” He turned and
walked from her. The men who had been with him dispersed into small
groups. Not all of them appeared to be friendly with one another.
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She looked at the prisoners. Three men. None of whom she knew. They
all appeared to have been severely beaten. A short bearish man led them
to where those who had not managed to escape were being held. There
were still five men being and one woman being held. The bearish man
shoved one of the prisoners hard enough to make him fall to the ground
as he brought all three to the men standing guard over the others.
“Watch out for this one. He lies. His stories sound plausible and he is
extremely dangerous. If you take your eyes off him for a second, he will
get free and kill someone. We should have killed him and left him for the
dogs…” The man in question was thin and had small eyes. He was one of
two fair skinned prisoners. The other having been caught the night before.
Emma sensed rather than saw disapproval coming from some of the
troopers dispersed about the area. Things had gotten a lot worse in
twenty four hours. She felt a sense of fear growing in her that she couldn’t
explain. She just knew that they hadn’t gotten as bad as they were going
to.
She didn’t know if the Bishop was alarmed by what Adam had told him
or was simply following through on his original agenda, but suddenly
troopers were rushing everyone into the Cathedral. She needed to tell
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him what Smith had related to her. At the very least, it might cause him to
fall deeper into the pit that the bible had opened up for him today.
She ran past all the people who were now moving toward the Cathedral.
Inside, space was filling up quickly. The alter area was packed with gold,
silver, jewels, and worthless bundles of currency. This place was starting
to look more like a real church all the time. She wondered how long it
would be before they had enough of an economy to start tithing.
She didn’t see the Bishop. He must be in his quarters. She had vowed to
herself that she would not go there again, but this was different. She
needed to get him this information. She needed more to find out what
Adam and his troops had encountered today that had so changed them.
She burst through the curtain to find Adam on his knees in front of the
Bishop. Every cliché about the clergy went through her mind before she
realized that it was not a sex act. The Bishop was praying over him. She
could hear the sobs of Adam as the Bishops hands clenched his head
forcefully.
“…and though we know that your servant has done evil, he has also
repented my Lord and now asks for your forgiveness and strength in this
time of need.”
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The Bishops right hand raised high over his head and came straight
down onto Adam’s forehead knocking him backwards. He fell back and
didn’t try to catch himself. The Bishop looked up and saw that Emma had
come in. She could tell by the look in his eyes that he was back to himself.
Mostly.
The look he gave her was sharp. Before he could rebuke her for coming
in unannounced, she lowered her head. “Your Grace, I am sorry to
intrude, but it is most urgent that I tell you of what Smith has found.”
He stared at her for a moment more and nodded. “Adam, go make sure
everyone is in the Cathedral.”
“Shall I leave some of my men with the prisoners?” Adam was standing
now. He shot Emma a look that she didn’t know exactly how to interpret.
Was it guilty?
“No. Bring the prisoners in. We won’t have a repeat of last night. I want
everyone in the Cathedral to hear what I have to say.” Adam left quickly.
Emma opened her mouth to speak, but before she could, the Bishop did.
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“I don’t know how I did not notice it, but I have allowed evil to come
into our midst.” He turned to her. “I don’t want to alarm you, but today
they captured several of the female slaves.”
“No, Father, I saw, it was three men.” There hadn’t been any women,
Emma was sure of it.
“The women are dead Emma. Perhaps it is my fault for giving in to the
temptation of the flesh. Perhaps it is I who brought this about.” His eyes
started to glaze over again, but then he snapped out of it. “Today, that
noble young man you just saw here led his men to capture five of the
escaped slaves. Among them two black hearted jezebels. The witches cast
a spell of lust over the men and led many of them to fornicate and
disgrace themselves in the eyes of the Lord.”
“I don’t blame you Emma. I think we were both victims of a similar spell
of evil. We must pray to the Lord for forgiveness and never give in to such
temptation again.”
The women, what had happened to the women? She dared not ask. She
knew anyway. The story he had just told her included the fate of the
women. Raped and murdered for witches. Bastards! That was what was
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wrong with the men outside. They were guilty conspirators in the rape
and murder of innocent women.
She struggled to control herself. It had started even sooner than she
had thought it would.
“Father, I have alarming news from Smith. I think it may be even more
grave than what you have just told me.” Paternalistic, self righteous, son
of a god damn bitch.
His eyes looked at her in disbelief. “What could possibly be worse than
the corruption of God’s soldier’s souls?”
She did everything she could to sound serious but the words sounded
utterly ridiculous as she heard herself say them. “Smith and his men
found giants.”
The reaction was more than she could have possibly hoped for. The
Bishop picked up his bible from the rough table it sat upon and clutched it
to his breast.
“May God have Mercy on all of our Souls,” he said.
She couldn’t believe she had done the dirty deed this lunatic.
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Chapter 3

It wasn’t long before the entire community of Believers was gathered in
the Cathedral once more. The prisoners, still gagged, were shoved and
prodded into the back of the Cathedral where unhappy looking goons
stood around them. The foul stench of the assembled masses was
overpowering to Emma as she sat in the front row with the Bishop’s most
important and trusted advisors. How had she ended up here?
This could not continue, but it had to. She had had no time to speak with
any of the women except Anne who had rushed up to her as she came in
from performing whatever tasks the Believers had set the girl on this day.
She hugged Emma and whispered in her ear.
“I hope you aren’t too sore to do more training tonight!” Emma smiled.
The girl seemed much more sure of herself, now that she had been given
a purpose and a task. She shushed the girl and indicated that she should
find somewhere to sit.
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The stacks of money and jewels from the vault stood on the alter like
holy objects and the firelight of the torches reflected from gold and silver
coins in a way that made her think of old pirate movies where greedy
crew members would slowly kill one another in attempts to have more
gold than their fair share. The irony was that usually they ended up dead
or stuck somewhere where the gold did them no good. Sort of like now.
All the money in the world and nowhere to spend it.
Many of the Believers were singing that damn Christian Soldiers song
again. She knew that the looks she was getting were because she was not,
but she didn’t care. It had gone too far and she was through cooperating
in any way that didn’t immediately benefit her or those people that she
had come to care about. Her not singing might make some of the women
uncomfortable and she was glad about that. No one needed to be
comfortable right now. If they only knew what had happened, none of
them would be.
The Bishop emerged from his rooms behind the alter. He wore long
black robes that had been made that day from garbage cloth colored with
a dye the women had made from berries they had found in the parklands.
Emma was sure that the Believer women found him to be the perfect
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picture of priestliness, but to her, his tall, sallow visage was suddenly
much more reminiscent of the grim reaper. Death stood before her and
he began to speak.
“My People. My Believers. It has been said that the Lord giveth and the
Lord taketh away. For all of time, man has yearned to understand how the
Lord, our God, could reward those who are his most devout, with such
harsh punishment and tests of faith. Today, in this world, this land of
purgatory and limbo, we find ourselves in no less of a situation. We too,
are faced with such questions as we sit in the bounty of the Lord and
suffer.”
“For suffer we must and suffer we will, but not without the comfort of
the Lord to help us through such challenging days. For the Lord, Our God,
he hath provided us with the means and the Word to bring us through to
the Golden Land that awaits us.”
He gestured to the riches piled around him. “I am sure that all of you
have noticed that today, thanks to Mother Emma, the Lord has brought us
the most fabulous wealth that any of us have ever seen. In the world we
left, such riches could be used to build glorious monuments to God and to
exalt His name above all others.”
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“But I tell you now. These things are worthless here. Do you think that
all of this wealth before you will satisfy your thirst? Will it sate your
hunger? Do you imagine that any of this,” his arm swept widely over the
pile, “can provide even the barest measure of safety to you?” Now his
arms, both of them, were lifted over his head. Emma’s image of Death
looking down on her from above was even more pronounced. The arms
came down to the piles and grasped handfuls of bills.
“Nay, I tell you. This is the downfall of the last world brought here by
Our God to demonstrate the folly of man. For why should we lust after
riches and water flows nearby, why should we hoard gold when fruit sits
on the trees, and why should we chase worthless paper with worthless
words printed on it,” he threw the handfuls of hundred dollar notes
among the Believers. Some of them reached for them, others let them fall
to the floor. “For, I tell you, the Lord has given us all we need. He has
provided us with his Word.”
Now the Bishop grabbed his bible and lifted it overhead. “And do you
know that today, I was not deceived by the false wealth laid around me. I
was not tempted by the worthless treasure. For I knew, that the Lord God
had left real treasure in that vault. The Lord had told me that I would find
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his word where the old woman awoke. He appeared to me in a fiery form
and spoke to me. Many of you have asked why Mother Emma is so
special. It is because, my people, she is a messenger of the one true God.”
Things suddenly began to make more sense to Emma. She suddenly
understood why the Bishop had put her in his quarters. She understood
why he had been so interested in her. She understood why he had
seemed so interested in the vault. But wait a minute, somebody, that is
God, to him anyway, had called her an old woman? She was offended,
shocked, and more than a little frightened.
As the pieces clicked together she was outraged and even more
terrified. What kind of a God condoned racism, sexism, murder, slavery,
and rape? What kind of a holy man has intercourse with God’s chosen
messenger? She could feel terror traveling up and down her spine. She
knew the answer.
The kind of God that the Old Testament spoke of. The God of genocide.
The God of Vengeance. The God of Punishment. Oh no, this was definitely
not good..
The Bishop was still talking and she, like everyone else, was suddenly
paying very close attention to him.
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“Hidden in all this rubbish before you, was one find gem. One book, the
only book. Beneath the gold and jewels, beneath the glitter and flash, lay
this…”the bible was held up before him, “the Word of God. God has given
his people his Word. He has provided us with the most powerful tool
known in the universe. And I tell you this, my people, he has provided us
with it, just in time.”
The Believers were all crowding forward now. What the Bishop held in
his hand was a Holy book. This bible was of supernatural origin and was
Holier than any Emma had ever heard of. It was a power and a sign of
power.
“For when Satan came to tempt Jesus, as is written in Luke 4, it was the
Word of God alone that allowed Jesus to defeat the enemy. When the
Holy Spirit instructed Paul to defend the faith, he gave him a sword to do
so, that sword is the Word. The armor we must all wear is our faith. And
as it is said in this Sword of God, Romans 8:31, ‘If God is with me, who can
be against me!’”
The Bishop hadn’t needed the Bible, but now that he had it, there was
going to be no stopping him.
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“Believers! I would have you hear the God’s Word in Deuteronomy 8:23
‘And thou shalt remember all the way which the Lord thy God led thee
these forty years in the wilderness, to humble thee, and to prove thee, to
know what was in thine heart, whether thou wouldest keep his
commandments, or no. And he humbled thee, and suffered thee to
hunger, and fed thee with manna, which thou knewest not, neither did
thy fathers know; that he might make thee know that man doth not live
by bread only, but by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of the
Lord doth man live."
“It is in such a wilderness that we find ourselves on this, the eve of our
seventh day. And while I would have you rejoice in the knowledge that
the Lord God is amongst us and has provided us with sword, armor, and
mana from Heaven. Still, he will challenge us and still he will cause us to
be humbled and to suffer. For it is up to us to live and to prove our will is
strong and to create an Army for God in this new world that will raise our
souls to eternal life.”
There was a current running through the room. The Bishop had affected
everyone. Emma was certain that not all of them were ready to swear
fealty and confirm their faith. Many of them must be as terrified as she
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was. Despite everything that had happened, somehow she had not
thought that supernatural intervention was any more real here than it had
been on Earth. Obviously she had been wrong, either here or back on
Earth.
“And, my Children. He has provided for us at a time that may prove the
eve of darkness for us. I know that many of you are suffering. I know that
many of you have sinned. I will tell you that today, today many challenges
were placed before the firm of faith and that many tests were failed on
this day. We have learned much today, my flock, my people. I know that
many of you know a little, and I want to assure you, that you are about to
know a lot more. For the picture you see, is not complete. Now, now that
you are clothed in the Armor of Faith and now that you know that we
have the Sword of God to defend us. Now I will tell you. May the Lord give
us Strength.”
The room was quivering. Emma could see soldiers who were probably
guilty of rape and murder shifting on their feet. She could see Smith, off
to her left, looking concerned and nervous. She could see both Adam and
Richard, off to her right. Neither man looked as joyful as she would have
expected the Bishop’s sermon thus far to have made them.
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“Today, our brave soldiers were beset by witchcraft of the most foul
kind. These brave men suffered enchantment and were led to see things
that did not exist.” She saw Adam and his men begin to look a little less
uncomfortable. The bastard was letting them off the hook. “These men
were led unto temptation by Satan himself and many of them yielded.
However, I will tell you that our God is a merciful God, and if you ask for
forgiveness, he looks to your heart and if you are sincere, it is granted.”
She looked to the other side. Smith looked puzzled and slightly annoyed.
It took her a moment to understand why, but then it hit her, of course. He
thought the Bishop was saying he had made up seeing the giant footsteps.
He looked at her, she thought he might be about to speak, but he only
turned away and tightened his jaw.
“But this foul enchantment is not all that He has put in our path on this
day. Our men also found something that would set fear into the hearts of
the bravest warriors, were it not for the Sword that God has put into our
hands. For while we thought that perhaps this land was a place where the
Lord had raised us from the dead, it seems it is also a Land where the
Enemy has been able to raise his forces. Forces we thought defeated long
ago by the power of God through a shepherd boy. Yes, I will draw your
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thoughts to the story of David who became the King of all of God’s
people. The shepherd boy who slew a giant named Goliath. Goliath was a
Philistine and the Word of God tells us that they were the children of
whores and fallen angels. They once ruled the Earth and now I must tell
you, today, we have found that they are here.”
There were gasps and then silence. Emma could almost hear people’s
thought processes. They were thinking that giants were stories, stories
were myths, and so the Bishop must not mean what he was saying. Then,
they were thinking that they were living in a world called Purgatory and
listening to a man who God spoke to. She could hear the mental
confusion.
The Bishop paused for just long enough to allow such thoughts but then,
he went on. “I am not using symbols, I am not creating stories, these are
not, as some used to claim on Earth, morality stories. This,” again he held
up the bible, “this is the Word of God and today, we are living in perilous
times. God gave us six days to prepare, and on the seventh day, we will
rest and keep the Sabbath. I tell you now though, we are in a perilous
world of sorcery, demons, and giants. Our only hope, is to pray and to use
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the weapons of God to strike down our enemies. If our faith is strong, we
will prevail.”
He paused again, there were murmurs as people started to speak to one
another. The Bishop’s voice raised.
“There will be time to discuss these things later. For now, for now we
must pray and ask the Lord for forgiveness and strength. Bow your
heads.”
The Bishop began to pray. For the next several hours, men and women
prayed, moved forward to the alter, and asked for forgiveness for their
sins. Emma caught the Bishop looking at her several times. His eyes
beckoned her to come forward like the others and beg forgiveness for her
sins. She could tell that he wanted her to ask for forgiveness.
There was not a chance that she would, not even if it meant burning in
hell.
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Chapter 4

Emma wasn’t surprised that the Bishop didn’t speak to her when the
womenfolk were escorted to their barracks. There was a definite buzz in
the air as the women talked about what they had just heard. Bella and
Anne both joined her right away once the doors were shut.
“Can you believe what the Bishop said?” This from Ann, who said it in
the tones of someone who was truly amazed at the wonders of giants and
witches. Her face showed it.
At the same time “Can you believe that crap?” This was from Bella,
whose big nose might have been representative of the lies she believed
she had just witnessed.
There they were, one on each side of her, and she, just like the truth,
right in the middle. Emma looked from one to the other. Like it or not,
these were her right and left hands. She would never have believed that
she would need to rely on Ann, but already she could see that the girl was
much more useful than she would have ever imagined. Not only was she
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hell on wheels in a fight, but she had also done nice work in polarizing the
women that Emma might have had a hard time with. The one’s on the
fence.
As for Bella, she was tough, she was strong, and she was independent.
Her loyalty would last only as long as it was deserved. That was one of the
qualities Emma liked best in her people. It kept her doing the right thing
and thinking about how to do more of it.
“Okay, Sisters. We need to talk. Things have changed and not for the
better. I’m not going to spend a lot of time rehashing what we just heard,
but Ann, you need to know the condensed version of reality. One- those
men who sinned are probably guilty of raping and killing those women
who escaped. Two- the devil quotes scripture and I’m pretty certain if the
Bishop isn’t the Devil, he certainly serves him. Three- I don’t know if there
are giants or not, no one does, Smith saw big footprints, that’s all. And
finally, four- things are getting a lot worse around here and we need to
take as many women as will come with us and get the hell out of here.”
Emma looked at them both. The speech was mostly for Ann, but the last
part was for Bella too.
Bella was nodding her head in agreement. Anne wasn’t quite there yet.
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“But what about the men? I mean, we need them to protect us-right?”
Her head was cocked to one side.
Emma grabbed her hands. “Listen to me Honey. Asking them men to
protect us is like asking a fox to guard the henhouse. These guys got us
locked in a room and they can take us one by one and rape and kill us if
we don’t do what they say. That’s the reality of the situation. We need to
get out of here, arm ourselves, and handle our own security. That is the
truth of the matter. You showed us all last night that women don’t have
to be defenseless. There’s plenty of other women here too that have had
a class or two of self defense. But there ain’t no way any of us can defend
ourselves against the situation we are in now. Ann, you gotta trust me.
There might be some men you can trust, but you can’t trust any of them
more than you can trust another woman at a time like this.”
Anne looked slightly less doubtful as she considered Emma’s words and
then her jaw set firmly.
“Okay, so what do we do?” Emma wasn’t the only one that suddenly felt
proud of the girl. Bella grabbed Anne and hugged her.
“I knew you had it in you kiddo. I just knew it.” Anne looked a little
shocked, but pleased.
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Emma didn’t give them time to have a conversation.
“First of all, I want you both to know that last night was a good first step.
If things hadn’t of changed so quickly, we would be able to take our time
and bring things around to the way we want them. Unfortunately, they
have changed and we no longer have the luxury of time. Bella, how many
of the loners will follow your lead?”
Bella looked around the room. “Well, it depends on what you have in
mind, but if it involves getting away from the Believers, I would say that
you can count on close to all of us. Once we’re away from here, most of
em will probably split out on their own, but if we need them, we’ve
probably got thirty women that will do whatever they have to in order to
get away from the Believers.”
Emma nodded. “Okay, that means if all the hussies are with us, and I
think they will be, we can probably count on close to fifty. Ann, how many
of the women you’ve spoken with actually want to be here? How many
want to leave?”
Anne considered for a moment before she answered. “Hmm, I don’t
think most of them mind being here at all. There might be fifteen that I
know of who have said they just want to get away from here.”
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“They said that?” Emma and Bella both asked it.
“Yeah, a few of them actually said they were thinking of running off into
the parklands but they were all scared to because they saw how quickly
the Bishop sent people after the slaves.”
“You see?” Emma asked the girl. “We’re already in the same boat as the
slaves. We just don’t have time. Okay, Ann, I want you to find all those
women and bring them here. Bella, find me ten strong capable women
and bring them here too. Oh, and Ann, if you know of anyone else with
self defense skills, I need to talk with them. Now go. Be back here in
fifteen minutes max.” Emma indicated the far corner of the room they
were standing in.
Having sent her two lieutenants after recruits, she went to where the
hussies had sat down in another gossip circle. She heard them talking
about giants as she came towards them, something about giant anatomy
anyway.
“Hey, I know this is a little out of the blue, but I bet some of you girls
know how to defend yourself from a man don’t you?” She wasn’t
surprised when they all nodded. If you wanted to play in the ocean, it was
always a good idea to know how to swim.
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“I’m just a little curious, why in the world would you need to defend
yourselves against men?” Emma loved the Socratic method, ask a
question to get an answer you already knew and often an answer you
knew you wanted. She got it from the redhead.
“Well, that’s an easy one Mother Emma. Everyone knows that if you let
a man take the whole cow, he’ll never pay for the milk. It’s part of a man’s
nature though to try to take the whole cow isn’t it girls?” There were
giggles and nods. She was a smart one, this redhead. She was a big boned
Irish girl named Niev. Emma marked her for important things.
“You’ve got that right Niev. Well, I just want to point out to you that
right now, we are like a bunch of fat cows sitting in the barn. Those men
out there can take the milk, the butter, and the cheese and there isn’t a
thing we can do about it. We’re sitting ducks, or cows that is, and if they
want to they can take us to the slaughterhouse.”
There were a few theatrical gasps and more than one snort of disbelief.
“Now, Mother Emma, what makes you think they would do anything like
that?” It was the scripture quoting hussy who asked.
Emma didn’t have to answer, Niev did.
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“Because they are men, Love. It’s in their nature.”
All the girls recognized this as wisdom. Niev thought for a moment and
then asked “But what can we do about that, Emma, we seem to be stuck
here?”
For a moment, Emma considered holding back, but that had never been
her nature. Besides, she figured these girls were smart enough to want to
keep what power they possessed.
“We revolt ladies. We wait until the men are busy doing something else
and we all just walk away. There is nothing quite like a silent revolution.”
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Chapter 5

By the time the sun rose on the seventh day, they had a plan set up.
Niev and all the hussies were with her. Bella recruited thirty-three of the
loners. That made fifty-two women. Anne surprised everyone by
convincing another fifty-five women to take part in the revolt. Emma
would have certainly preferred to have all the women with them, but she
suspected that many of them would leave with them if the revolt was a
success. The biggest concern, of course, was that someone would tell the
Bishop.
In order to lower the chances of that happening, Emma gave all three
groups only a part of the total plan. Bella would lead the loners, Niev
would lead the hussies, and Anne would lead the religious ones. Emma
knew that Anne was the weakest link in the plan and it was hard to give
her control of the largest unit, but had no other choice. Of the women
Anne had brought back to her, only a few of them seemed to trust Emma.
The bulk looked to Anne for their lead. The girls fighting skills and training
made her a leader.
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Emma was fairly certain that everyone knew their part. She had
discussed the possibility with Niev and Bella that the Bishop might take
her out of action and she made sure that there was a contingency plan
available if that happened.
The doors opened and the guards hailed them from outside as the
seventh day sunlight pulled the sleep from their eyes. The women filed
out and moved towards the parklands, but they were stopped by the
Bishop who was standing on the steps of the Cathedral.
“Good Morning, Sisters. The Lord wishes you well on this day and so do
I. It will be a very important day for you. Please, the men will accompany
you to the stream so that you may wash yourselves in preparation for all
that awaits you. Please, do not be concerned with modesty as these men
are your brothers…and more. We have made plans all through the night
with your best interests in our hearts and thoughts, Sisters. We were all
brought into this world naked and we shall endeavor to avoid the stains
upon our souls we might be tempted to otherwise make. When you are
through bathing, we will have a prayer meeting here and we shall all
break the nights fast together in the eyes of the Lord.”
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Emma wandered what the hell the bastards had planned and plotted
through the night. She considered asking the Bishop, but he ignored her in
a way that made it obvious that she was not welcome to. She didn’t really
want to get near him anyway. Did they already know what the women
had in mind? How could they? There was no way.
They moved to the stream and did as they were told. Truthfully, it was a
pleasure to be able to wash and none of them protested. The men were
particularly courteous and well mannered. At the stream, they turned
their backs and told the women to call if they were needed. It felt more
like they were being protected than guarded.
Of course, farmers and ranchers have always guarded their livestock.
The washing wasn’t an overly long affair. Emma was approached by
several of the women who were concerned about the plan she had put in
motion, but she shushed them and assured them to not worry about a
thing. Simply to remember their roles.
At the Cathedral, the Bishop and all of the men were smiling broadly.
Emma remembered something about the smile of the Cheshire Cat hiding
sharp teeth, but she still had no idea what was going to happen.
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The Bishop led them in some simple prayers. He read from the bible
about the Exodus and how Moses had led his people from slavery. He
flipped the book to another chapter and began to read.
“Hebrew 13:4 ‘Give honor to marriage, and remain faithful to one
another in marriage. God will surely judge people who are immoral and
those who commit adultery.’ Certainly, many of us were married in the
world we left. The Lord has also told us to be married in this world. It is
with great pleasure that I can tell you, Believers, that today, we will be
having a wedding. Today, man and woman will be united in holiest
matrimony.”
There were several coos of pleasure at the thought of a wedding. Emma
wasn’t so pleased. She looked around the room, as many of the women
were doing, to try to figure out who the lucky couple was. While a
wedding did not necessarily ruin their plans, it could certainly make them
more difficult. The men all seemed to know who the betrothed were.
Many of them, but not all, were smiling confidently. Emma suddenly had
an uncomfortable idea of what was happening.
“Your Eminence,” she called out, “who is it that is getting married?”
The Bishop’s smile was stretching from ear to ear as he answered her.
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“You are,” he said. “All of you are.”
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Chapter 6

There were some grumbles, but not as much of a reaction as the Bishop
was probably expecting. In a way, Emma had helped diffuse the situation
by already having found the women who were unhappy with the Believers
and plotting an escape with them. If she hadn’t of already set a plan in
motion, there very well might have been a riot. As it was, she suspected
that the number of women who sympathized with her and the other
malcontents had just gotten considerably larger.
It was nice of them to call it marriage, but Emma and every other
thinking woman knew that it was little more than Church condoned sex
slaves being assigned to each of the men. She was curious what method
was going to be used to assign couples, would they draw lots?
The Bishop was still smiling. He looked out over the women, knowing
that many of them would be unhappy. He was prepared with more verses
from the Bible.
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“My Children, this is indeed a day of rest and worship. I know that many
of you right now may be feeling doubts about the course that God has set
before you. I ask you as Christians to look within your heart and to know
that God, in all of His merciful wisdom, has prepared this place for you
and wants you to find joy and love. I would you remind you of his words in
first Timothy chapter two, verse fifteen where the Lord says that woman
will be saved through bearing children…”
A woman called out from the back “A lot of us have already done our
child bearing.”
The Bishop’s smile disappeared for only a moment. He began again. “In
this world, we have all been given a chance to begin again. God wants us
to multiply. We are beset on all sides by demons and monsters and we
must keep his scripture. God commands that man and woman should be
joined in union. He has made it clear to me that this world will not
tolerate the sins that had become acceptable in the last.”
Emma saw Niev looking like she might have something to say about all
of this. She couldn’t let this get too far out of hand. She stepped to where
the Bishop was and turned to face the women.
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“Sisters, we must stand together or we will all fall. Listen to the words
that the Bishop brings to you from his bible. Know that there is no room
for anything but unity among us.” It was a double message, but she hoped
the Bishop would think she was including everyone in her we’s and us’s.
She also hoped that most of the women would understand that she was
not.
The Bishop gave her the barest friendly nod and she was unable to keep
herself from stoking the fires of resentment just a little bit more. When
she had been organizing in religious communities, she had often had
misogynistic preacher types throw I Timothy 2 at her. It was a favorite
with male chauvinist bible thumpers.
“You should read them the first part of that Chapter, your grace. I think
it starts at verse eleven.” She smiled back at him. Up yours cocksucker.
The Bishop was unhappy about it, but she had cornered him. He read
from the book, she was fairly certain that he didn’t need the book for
those lines, he probably had them memorized.
“Let a woman learn in silence with all submissiveness. I permit no
woman to teach or to have authority over men; she is to keep silent; for
Adam was formed first and then Eve,” he stopped and cleared his throat.
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“Of course, what we are going to be doing today has nothing to do with
such doctrine…today, man will be joined with woman.”
Emma sensed that a few women had suddenly woken up to what they
were in for. She considered leaving it at that, but she decided to press her
advantage.
“Of course not, Your Grace, but what about in Peter chapter three
where God exhorts women to be submissive to their husbands in all
things? Isn’t that pretty important to read before we are married?” She
saw his face starting to turn red. She didn’t suppose that he had expected
anyone to taunt him with scripture.
He exploded. “Mother Emma, the same verse you quote cautions
women to have a gentle and quiet spirit, I suggest you cultivate that
immediately. The Word of God is very clear that Man is the head of the
household just as Christ is the head of the Church. God makes this very
clear in Ephesians.” His glare lingered on her for a moment before he was
able to bring the smile back to his face and carry on with the joyous news.
Emma restrained herself from further taunting. Not because the Bishop
had told her to, but because she did not want to endanger the plans for
escape any further than they had already been. This sudden
cd

The Hu Factor by Vago C. Damitio

announcement of wedding day had made things a little more
complicated, but she was fairly sure that she could still make everything
come together. There were a few extra bumps in the road, but the road
was still unblocked toward freedom. Besides, she was morbidly curious
how the Bishop intended for this farce to work out. How was he going to
pair them?
The Bishop regained control of himself and carried on. “First, I would
ask, are there any men and women who have found themselves drawn
toward one another. Women, if you have selected a mate, now is the time
for you to move to him.”
Holy Cow! He was having the women choose? This really put her and
every other woman on the spot. They had two choices, it seemed, pick a
mate or else be assigned one. She wondered if the Bishop would give the
men a chance to choose next. She was certain that the Bishop intended
her to pick him. Should she? Could that possibly help her? Crap. She hated
this kind of instant dilemma.
What was her best option? She saw lots of women going through the
same thought process. Even those who were completely against what was
happening were in a position of having to consider what their best option
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was. There were a number of women around the Bishop already. Mostly
they were the hard core Believers, but she saw a few of Ann’s crowd
moving that way too. She felt a pang of jealousy and that decided her.
She stepped to where Richard was surrounded by quite a number of
pretty women. She had to push a few of them out of the way to get to
him. The Bishops eyes followed her. He was not pleased by this.
Not all of the men were pleased either. There were quite a few of them
that no woman wanted. These were mostly those who had exhibited
cruelty or other outward forms of ugliness. The top men, not surprisingly,
were the Bishop, Richard, Smith, and Adam.
If she had known this was going to happen, she could have planned
something really spectacular. As it was, she was really winging it. Here she
was, at her age, trying to snatch a powerful baby from the cradle!
Richard saw her and raised his eyebrows in surprise. He moved toward
her “I would have thought you would pick the Bishop, Mother Emma?
Perhaps you should do that now.”
She smiled at him. “Why should I pick anyone besides the best man
Richard? If I am to have a master, I choose you.” Several of the girls

cdii

The Hu Factor by Vago C. Damitio

around him pointed out that they were picking him too. Some of them
were downright cruel in pointing out that they were younger, better
looking, and would make better wives.
Once again, Emma had to give the Bishop credit. He had created a
situation where the women had to fight each other in order to get the
best situations. The man was brilliant. If it hadn’t of been for the plans
hatched in the women’s dormitory, most of the women would be begging
to be married before the day was over. Evil bastard.
The Bishop raised his hands. “My People. The Lord will not condone
some having so much while others have so little. Now it is the time for
Man to exercise his authority.”
This might have actually been sort of fun if it had been on television…
and if the stakes weren’t so incredibly high. Emma and everyone else paid
attention to the Bishop as he continued.
“Those men who have been chosen by more than one woman. Now is
the time for you to choose from those women in front of you. Those
women who are not chosen will move on to someone else.” He gave
Richard a loaded look, Emma could guess the meaning. “As for me, Ladies,
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I am sorry, but my bride has already been chosen for me. You will have to
find someone else.”
There was more scrambling about as women who didn’t think they had
a chance with their first choice moved to their second choice. Emma
moved closer to Richard, “Are you going to let him tell you who you can
choose? If you don’t take me now, you are much less of a man than I
thought and I am better off with him. I will only marry the most powerful
man here.”
She was pleased that she knew this man’s ego so well. Of the women
standing around him, he would be out of his mind to pick Emma. She was
older, not as attractive, nothing but trouble, and not nearly as religious as
some of the women around him. And yet, she had seen Richard’s
discontent as the Bishop told him what to do. She felt sure he would pick
her.
Other men had made their choices. The Bishop was looking at both of
them. He had a look that was somewhere between astonishment and
confusion on his face. Richard looked from the Bishop to Emma and then
back at the Bishop. He made his choice.
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“I pick Emma for my wife.” Emma smiled and moved to him. She looked
at the Bishop and saw his face covered momentarily with a black
expression. He wasn’t the only one. Many of the men who had not been
picked in two rounds looked like they were ready to move in and grab the
women they wanted. This was getting ugly.
The Bishop raised his voice in an attempt to keep control of the process.
“Believers, it is well to remember that we are still visible in the eyes of the
Lord. Have faith. The Lord will provide for all. He is wise in his ways.” He
was not pleased at having Emma choose Richard. Richard however was
standing taller than she had seen him yet. His act of defiance had puffed
him up and made him more confidant than he had a right to be.
The Bishop motioned to her. “Emma. Come. Enough of this game. You
have already been chosen to be my bride.” She hadn’t been sure he
would stake his claim on her. She knew it was a status thing. He had
raised her above the other women, to have her marry anyone else would
take away from his authority. She looked at Richard with what she hoped
was a pleading look and began to move toward the Bishop.
Richard did as she had hoped. He grabbed her by the arm and shouted
to the Bishop.
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“She has chosen me, Bishop, and I her. Find another bride. There are still
many that will have you.” Emma had somehow managed to engineer the
key moment in all of this. There was suddenly a power play of the
greatest proportions going on among the Believers. All eyes watched as
the two men faced one another.
“Would you allow any man here to claim the chosen bride of another?
There are more men here than just you,” Richard said with a heavy
emphasis on men and you, “who are unhappy that they were not chosen
by the woman they desired. She is mine and you cannot have her.”
The Bishop straightened his back and stood taller. He looked at Richard
and Emma and then to the rest of the Believers. Richard was right, there
were plenty of men that were watching what the Bishop would do in
order to determine their own actions. He looked out at them and said “Let
no man tear asunder that which God has joined. This is the word of God
and it is true for all of us.”
Emma saw that Bella had picked a man who she had seen working with
wood outside the cathedral. No goons for her, it looked like most of the
loners had chosen artisans rather than warriors. The hussies had all
chosen warriors. Niev had picked Adam and though she was no hussy,

cdvi

The Hu Factor by Vago C. Damitio

Anne had picked Smith. Emma almost approved of that match. It was a
shame none of these couples would get the chance to see how life
together would be.
She was surprised that the Bishop had caved so easily. It was almost
disappointing. In more ways than one, she had been waiting for fist fights
among the men to break out. Instead the Bishop continued his
matchmaking until all but a few of the men were paired up. Emma could
see that they were the most brutal of them all and wondered how long it
would be before they decided to do some tearing asunder.
The Bishop was also alone. He had chosen no one. “For myself, though
some may have thought otherwise, I will marry the spirit of the Lord. God
is my bride and groom. My flesh is joined with that of the Lord and this is
how it should be. For you men who are still bachelors, you can rest
assured that God will provide brides for you soon.”
“Now we must prepare the wedding feast. Today is the Sabbath and we
will not be going to gather foods. Instead, we will feast on that we have
already stored. I exhort all of you to bring all of the provisions and
supplies here while we prepare to join you in the eyes of God. Do not be
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hasty to find the marital bliss of union, for soon, we will commit you to
your marriage beds.”
Emma definitely heard some grumbling from the violent single goons.
She needed to find a way to signal her co-conspirators and she needed to
make sure the time was right when she did it.
The Bishop gestured to Richard and Emma. “Come inside, both of you, I
think that you both may be laboring under a mistaken assumption and I
would like to make things clear to you. Also, I can use both of your
assistance in preparing for the joyous event to come.”
The Bishop turned and went into the Cathedral. Richard and Emma
followed while everyone else did as the Bishop had said. Emma figured if
she had been on Earth, it would have been Thursday, but apparently it
was Sunday here.
She had no doubt that this would be the most interesting Sunday she
had ever spent in a church.
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Chapter 7

As soon as they were all inside the Bishop turned on them both. “I
don’t know what either of you thought you were doing, but it ends right
now. The two of you will be married and that’s the end of it. You’ve
picked your individual poisons and frankly Emma, after the way you’ve
behaved recently, I feel relieved to not have you. I hope you both live
happily ever after. Richard, I need you to step into the back room for a
moment. There is no need for your future bride to witness this.”
Richard puffed his chest out and stood defiantly. “I will…”
He was cut off as the Bishop backhanded his face.
“You will do what I tell you to do, you sniveling little snot. I’ve had
enough of your attitude. If it weren’t for me giving you some sort of rank
you would probably be dead or eating dirt in the forest. You are nothing
without me? Do you understand that Richard? You are nothing. Do you
think the MEN out there would listen to a word from you if I were out of
the picture? Don’t fool yourself Boy. They would eat you alive.”
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Richards newly puffed up ego was completely deflated. As quick as that
he was meek and compliant again. The Bishop was of course right, the
goons would rip Richard apart if he tried to tell them what to do without
the authority of the Bishop behind him. Emma gave him credit for being
smart enough to realize it, though she had enjoyed playing the two
against each other while she could.
“Now, Richard, follow me. Emma, wait here until we are through. We
won’t be long.” They walked to the back leaving Emma standing in front
of the alter. The piles of currency sat under the rough hewn crucifix like
tinder under a log. Her course of action suddenly became clear.
With the Bishop and Richard out of the room, Emma searched for and
found a sharp edged glass dagger. She set it aside nearby. Next she
brought several of the torches from where they stood near the stone
walls to the alter.
She paused for just a moment. It was now or never. She had always
wondered what it would feel like to burn through millions of dollars. Now
she knew. It felt good. The flames didn’t light the currency right away, it
was almost as if they were wondering if they should burn cash, but like
Emma, they soon made up their mind and the pile was burning.
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Next she picked up the dagger and moved to the doorway the Bishop
and Richard had gone through. Standing just outside of it, she did her
best to sound like a woman in panic.
“Oh my God. Help! A fire!” It wasn’t academy award material but it did
the trick. Almost instantly, Richard came out and rushed past her to
where the flames were. The Bishop was right behind him. As he came out,
she stepped behind him and put the knife to his throat. It wasn’t ideal, but
it would have to do.
“Stop right there Sleezeball. Don’t move or I will slice your throat open.
If the cut doesn’t kill you, the infection from this dirty blade probably
will.” Richard had stopped and turned towards them now. She didn’t
know what to make of the look on his face.
“Emma, no. It’s alright, he didn’t do anything to me…” Hilarious! Richard
actually thought this was all about her love for him. She thought of trying
to use him, but quickly discarded the idea. He was the Bishop’s puppy and
she had gotten as much mileage from his rebellion as she could.
“Sorry to disappoint you Richard, but I’m calling off the wedding. This
isn’t really about you.” The Bishop hadn’t moved or said a word.
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“Okay now ‘Father’, I want you to walk slowly towards the door.
Richard, move ahead of us. That’s right.” The fire was still burning, it
wouldn’t last long, but she could use it still. Richard was looking at them
both. Now the look on his face was confusion.
“What should I do?” He wasn’t asking her, he was asking the Bishop who
was slowly moving towards him with Emma’s knife at his throat.
Now the Bishop spoke. His voice was soft and calm. “Do what she says
Richard. Don’t worry. The Lord will protect us from this…this Whore of
Babylon.”
“Easy Padre, the knife will cut.” She pressed the knife with a tiny bit of
pressure into his neck. “Now, Richard, move slowly to the doorway. I want
you to step out and yell ‘Fire!’ and then I want you to get off the steps and
out of the way, got it?”
“Why are you doing this?” He was really a naïve little thing. He just
didn’t understand that things like slavery and bondage didn’t hold much
attraction for a modern woman.
“Just move asshole.” He did.
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At the doorway he shouted ‘Fire!’ and then he jumped out of the way.
Next, and this would crack Emma up later if she took time to think about
it, he yelled “She’s got the Bishop!” She hadn’t told him to say that. She
figured he was trying to help and simply felt safe after jumping away, but
the truth was, it was an action that might have cost the Bishop his life in
other circumstances. After all, Richard had never been in danger.
She didn’t have time to laugh at the moment, however. This was crunch
time. Emma stepped out where everyone could see her and the knife she
held to the Bishop’s throat.
“That’s right. I have the Bishop and if you don’t all do what I say, I will
kill him.” She pulled the knife tight against his throat again. “You better
tell them to do what I say Papa.”
The Bishop held up his big hands.
“Do not worry. The Lord will see us through this and this….” She pulled
the knife just a little tighter before he could call her a filthy whore of
Babylon again. He changed his mind, “..this woman will not get away with
her acts of evil.”
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Smoke had begun to drift out of the Cathedral. Emma needed to act
fast.
“Bella, Ann, Niev…up here, now.” The three women left where they
were in the crowd and came up the steps.
“Bella, tie his hands. Good. Ann, take the knife and if he tries to get
away, kill him.”
“My Child, no, do not listen to her…” Emma laughed out loud now.
“You still think you have some control, don’t you?” None of this had
been part of their original plan. They had intended to sneak away. This
was hardly the silent revolution, but Emma had to think things would
work out anyway. The women must still be with her.
She didn’t need the men to know that this was a women’s revolt
though. Not yet.
Bella tied the Bishops hands and Anne took the knife.
“Niev, get another knife. Good. Both of you. Watch him.” A lot of this
was going to depend on the Bishop wanting to stay alive. If he thought he
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could escape to Heaven, it would never work. She had a feeling, he wasn’t
in a big hurry to meet his maker.
Emma stepped away from where the three women now held the
Bishop.
“Listen to me carefully people. If you don’t do exactly what I say, we will
kill him. His blood will be on your hands.” They were definitely listening.
Men, women, those who wanted to stay, and those who wanted to go.
“First of all, I want everyone who is holding any kind of a weapon to pass
it forward and toss it in front of the steps.” Whips, clubs, knives, and
spears began to get handed forward and thrown into a pile. Disarmament
was a start.
“Good. You are playing it smart people. Just take it easy and everything
is going to work out just fine. Okay, next, I want all of the men to get on
your knees.” She saw most of the men looking at each other. This could
quickly become a problem if she didn’t get them under control right away.
She turned to the Bishop. He was now ghostly pale with his hands tied in
front of him and three knives ready to finish him at a word from Emma.
Her voice was low as she said to him, “You better tell them to get on their
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knees or you’re gonna be a soprano, Father. I’ll make a Eunuch of you in
front of them all.”
“You’ll die, they’d kill you…” he still wasn’t a hundred percent compliant.
“Not before I cut your pecker off they won’t. Tell them.”
“Believers. Have faith. Do as she says.” There were definitely some men
that weren’t’ too happy about it, but they all got on their knees.
“Women. I know you are scared and confused. I want you to use
whatever is near you and tie all of their hands behind them. There is
plenty of rope around here. Use whips, rope, whatever you can find. Just
do it quickly.”
They did. She knew that many of the women were against her, but
there wasn’t much she could do about that right now. She just had to act.
“Bella, call your people forward.”
Bella gave a whistle and a couple of dozen women moved forward from
the crowd.
Emma motioned from them to the pile of weapons.
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“Ladies, arm your selves.” The did. Emma wished she could know what
kind of thoughts were going through the men’s heads.
“Niev. Now yours.”
The redhead let out a blood curdling scream. The hussies all moved
forward to the weapons cache.
“Liberation is at hand Ladies. Arm yourselves.”
Once they were armed, she looked at Ann. If these women opted to
stay, it could all fall apart. The girls around her would be outnumbered
and Ann’s people could destroy the entire thing. Emma didn’t really have
a choice, she had to trust her.
“Ann.”
Anne gave a ear splitting Comanche yell and a huge number of Believer
women moved forward. Emma looked at the girl in astonishment not just
because of the mass of women she had called, but also because of the
incredible volume of her yell.
Anne looked proud and said just loud enough for Emma and those close
to her to hear. “I’m part Cherokee.”
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Emma once again, indicated that the women should take weapons.
“I know all of you don’t know what is happening here. It’s very simple.
We are women. We are not slaves. We are not property and we are not
livestock. Consider this the first act of women’s lib since the Sob. God did
not create women to be servants. If you believe that he did, you are
welcome to stay here. As for the rest of us…we are leaving.”
There was more smoke coming from out of the Cathedral now. The fire
must have spread to the wooden furniture.
“What if we want to come with you?” this came from one of the men,
she thought it might have been the man Bella had chosen earlier.
“Sorry boys. Maybe later. At the moment, we need some girl time. No
boys allowed.”
“What will you do with the Bishop? Please let him go…we will do as you
say.” It was one of the hard core believer women.
Emma stopped and looked toward the rest of the women that hadn’t
joined her army. It was less than half of them. Maybe fifty women that
still stood in the crowd near the men they had chosen. Emma couldn’t
understand this kind of woman at all, she never had been able to. They
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were as foreign to her as men were to women. Women of course, her
kind anyway, understood men very well.
She called out to them. “You are welcome to come with us or you are
welcome to stay. We’re not going to tie you up. If you want to stay
though, we need you to go into the women’s dormitories now. Help the
men up to their feet and head to the dorms. Now, I don’t want you to
worry about the Bishop. He’s going to come with us for a little while.
When we get far enough away that we feel like we don’t need him
anymore, we’ll let him go. I give you my word on that.”
The women who had chosen to stay started helping the men up. The
women with weapons looked to Emma.
I want you armed girls to keep a little bit of distance and make sure all
these nice Believer folks move into the women’s dorms. If any of them try
anything or get close to you, I want you to let ‘em have it. Remember, this
was almost your wedding day and it still could be if things don’t go right.”
“The Lord will punish you for this, you will burn in eternal Hellfire…”
Emma had heard more than enough of the Bishop’s preaching lately.
“Bella…gag him.”
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A big smile appeared under Bella’s big nose. “With Pleasure Comrade.”
The Believers all moved into the dormitory without more than a lot of
crying.
It was now time to go…but there was one more thing to do before they
set off to find their new home.
Emma walked across the road to where the Prisoners were being held
and opened the door.
They were all brought outside and had their bonds cut loose. Emma
briefly explained what had happened.
“Emby, you are welcome to come with us. As for you men, at the
moment, you are not welcome to come with us, but you are free to go. I
suggest you get as far from here as you can before the Believers manage
to get free.”
Emby opted to come with them and the men all appeared to be grateful
as they disappeared in various directions. All except one of them, the man
Emma had seen brought back with the captured slaves. The thin white
man with small eyes. He glared at Emma as she talked and after his bonds
were cut he simply walked away.
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Now it was time to go.
She chose to lead her people in the opposite direction from Smith’s
giants.
Just in case.
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Book IX : Beyond the Pitfalls
Chapter 1

The stream grew in volume and speed as the woods began to thin. Ben
figured they were near the river that separated them from Bridger and his
people, if not actually following it. On the morning of the seventh day the
group traveled as fast as they could without much in the way of
conversation.
Freya had woke up very early that morning oblivious to all that had
happened since the escape. She had been happy to see that Ben and
Abdullah had made it along with all of the others, but could remember
nothing of the events immediately following their bold escape from the
Believer’s prison. Her questions had answers, but no one was comfortable
to tell the girl what had happened to her. After trying to engage Ben and
a few of the others in a dialogue, she finally ended up walking next to
Sutreyu who spoke with the girl in a soft voice and easily deflected all
questions about what had happened. Ben heard a portion of their
conversation shortly after they started.
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“I have the strangest feeling that I have forgotten something important.
Do you know what happened after we escaped?”
Sutreyu kept walking as she said. “Each of us made our way into the
forest. The Believer’s were looking for us. We are lucky to have gotten
away and found each other. I know that much. Have you tried these
pears? Never in my life did I taste anything like this. Maybe, I’ve just
forgotten what a pear tastes like. Were they always this good?”
The girl had to answer and soon the two were chatting away about food,
family, and things they may have forgotten. Everyone else in their little
party moved further away. For the moment at least, no one wanted to be
responsible for giving the girl any idea about what had happened to her.
They were in a line walking along the bank. Far enough from one
another to discourage conversation but close enough to assist each other
if necessary. Haruka was leading with Ben not too far behind him. The
stream, now more like a river, disappeared around a bend. Ben could hear
the sound of rushing water and figured there must be some sort of falls
ahead. Haruka disappeared around the bend.
Suddenly, he was coming back around the corner. Not looking scared,
but definitely looking shocked.
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“Ben,” he said in a slightly out of breath voice. “You’ve got to see this.
I’ve never…it’s like…come on.” Haruka grabbed him by the arm and led
him around the bend. Ben thought the man was probably overreacting,
but considered it might be a particularly spectacular set of falls. He
remembered the first time he had seen Niagara Falls as a young man. It
had taken his breath away in the same manner.
What came into view as he followed Haruka though was in a completely
different class. Nothing like this existed. At least not on Earth. There was
no arguing that it was here and that it was real. The two men simply
stared as the rest of their party slowly caught up to them in ones and
twos.
No one said a word. They all just stared at the water as it disappeared
into a bottomless black pit. They could see at least several hundred feet
into the chasm before an inky darkness swallowed the path of the water.
Around the pit, the noise was deafening, but it was projected upwards in
a cone of sound that faded in decibels only a short distance from the
edge. A mist of water carrying rainbows and cool air stood above the pit
and reflected the dark cold from below into the warm afternoon sun.
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Ben realized as the mist fell on him that it had not rained in the week he
had been here. He had seen clouds in the sky, but none of them bearing
the telltales of stormy weather. He wondered if there were seasons here
and if so, what they were like. For all he, or anyone for that matter, knew,
this was summer and a cold winter would come soon. Certainly judging by
the abundant fruit, it was summer or autumn.
For a short time, they stood peering at the remarkable pit falls, and
then they moved forward. The forest ended in a line just beyond it and
after days of nothing but forest they could see the abandoned buildings of
Purgatory ahead of them. Not for the first time, Ben thought to himself
that the park lands were every bit as artificial as the city. He laughed to
himself as he realized the wonder in front of him had just named itself
and the forest. No matter if they had a name from anyone else, Ben
would always think of the woods he was now leaving as Pitfall Forest and
the wonder in front of him as Pit Falls. The stream of course was Pitfall
Stream. There could be no other name. It was completely appropriate.
Ben was certain that they were on the far side of the forest from the
Believers now. The Believers existed behind them, where they saw the
sun rise each morning and the mysterious Bridger was hopefully ahead of
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them where they saw it set each night. Nick had objected to their calling
each direction east and West since they didn’t actually have a magnetic
bearing to confirm such cardinal points, but he was over ruled. They were
heading west to the lands beyond the great river that Leah spoke of.
The buildings of Purgatory here were similar to those around the
Cathedral in the deserted feel of dereliction they possessed, however,
they were not as tall or close together as they had been in the East. Ben
tried to figure out what it was about them that was creating a sense that
was nearly comfort in him. Certainly it wasn’t the boarded up windows or
the empty streets.
It was Leah who put her finger on it when she pointed and said.
“We can see the mountains. The river isn’t far now.”
Mountains. It was true. Ben could see far off blue and purple mountains
rising up behind the buildings in front of him. He had always loved being
able to see the distant hills. As a boy, they had meant freedom, mystery,
and wilderness. As a man, they had meant the same things but in a
completely different way. It was one thing he had always appreciated
about growing older. As each mystery was solved, each level of maturity
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reached, or each wilderness explored…there was always another one
further off. Ben smiled as Leah turned and smiled at him.
“I’ve always loved the mountains,” he said, as he felt a wave of
enthusiasm and hope move through the people around him. Strange to
think that these people had become the closest thing he had to a family
anymore. In this world, they were his oldest acquaintances. Ben corrected
himself. They were his oldest friends. Funny the way the sight of
mountains in the distance could put things in perspective.
Ben realized everyone was looking at him. He couldn’t understand why.
Had he said something he didn’t remember?
There was an almost uncomfortable silence that was broken by Haruka
who still wore the amazed look of wonder he had when he led Ben to the
Pit Falls. “Ben, what should we do?”
It was a position he wasn’t entirely comfortable with, but Ben realized
suddenly that all six of his companions were looking to him to make their
decisions. Somehow, even though they often overruled him, he had
become the leader of this band. His decisions could no longer be based on
what was best for Ben. They had to be based on what was best for all of
them.
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He didn’t answer right away. There was time to consider alternatives.
The forest was behind them. They still had the litter they had carried
Freya on the previous day only now it was loaded with fruit. Their source
of water was disappearing into the Pit and Ben didn’t know when they
would find more. They needed clothing and weapons. Ben had come to
the conclusion that rather than enabling feelings of modesty or body
shame, clothing here served the purpose of marking them with their
civilization. None of them were uncomfortable being naked in front of one
another, but clothing would be a nice thing to have when they
encountered unknown people.
The buildings contained raw materials that could be converted into the
things they needed. The forest contained more things they needed. He
was tempted to rush forward in the hope of finding Bridger and his
people, but his enthusiasm for this plan was tempered by the memory of
Vlad being killed by dogs and Samuel being killed by dogs of another sort.
“While I am as impatient as any of you to reach the safety of the other
side of the river, there are certain advantages to us pausing here. Based
on what Leah has told us, I am sure that we will be welcomed by Bridger.”
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In truth, Ben was certain of no such thing. He would not make the same
mistake he had made with the Believers twice.
“I think we should pause here. We have been moving fast and hard. We
don’t know how long it will be before we see fruit trees and running water
again. It could be soon, but I think we should not count on that. Judging
by what we were able to find in the buildings on the other side of the
forest, we will find things we can make weapons and tools out of in the
ones here.”
Ben hadn’t given up hope that Bridger would welcome them, he had
decided however, that Bridger would be more likely to welcome a group
that could take care of itself with more respect than a ragged group of
refugees. He fully intended to make sure that they were prepared to
defend themselves or to walk away if the situation was not right. None of
them would be slaves again, he would do everything in his power to
protect them from that and the other dangers of this world’s society.
“How long will we stay?” It was Freya asking now. “Aren’t we in danger
if we wait too long?”
Ben nodded. He wondered if she had any idea how much danger they
were in.
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“Yes. However, I think we might be in more danger if we aren’t
equipped with food, water, and the best equipment we can make from
what we have around us. After all, we do have some of the best
innovators in this world here with us. I suggest that we set our base camp
in the second building in, right over there.” Ben pointed to a three story
building. He picked the second one in because he figured they would hear
someone going into the first building.
Hearing no objection he went on. “Abdullah, Leah, and Haruka. Do you
think you can create some traps or somehow kill some dogs, rabbits, or
other animals? We need skins and we need the gut water bags so that we
can carry water with us.” Ben saw that Haruka was thinking of objecting
to Leah’s inclusion in the hunting group and that the girl was staring
icicles into him.
Abdullah answered for them. “It is something we can do. How long will
we be here?”
“Hopefully just a day or two. I want you three to move cautiously and
carefully. Stay together. Work as a team. If you see any food plants or
trees, be sure to remember where they are so we can utilize them.”
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“What about us Ben?” Nick might have been feeling a little bit left out,
but Ben found him incredibly hard to read.
“You, Sutreyu, Freya, and I are going to search the urban areas for
garbage cloth, glass, and anything else we can find. We are going to make
rope, put wheels on this gurney, improve our weapons, and hopefully,
find out a little more about where we are before we go someplace else.
We’re going to need to be innovative, industrious, and hopefully invisible
to anyone that might be in the area.”
Ben was already feeling the weight of leadership. If something
happened to any of them, it was his fault. He was the one making the call
to wait here and get prepared rather than rushing as fast as possible to an
unknown people that might or might not be friendly.
“Does anyone have any objections or suggestions?” He somehow felt
sure that someone would object to his plans. He waited, but no one did.
They simply all looked at him waiting to hear more.
“Okay. That’s that then. Let’s get started.”
He turned and walked towards the second building hoping that his
decisions would be the right ones.

431

AUTHOR NAME

Chapter 2

Ben looked at the cart in front of him. Two days and two nights had
gone by quickly and he was not disappointed with what they had
accomplished. The cart if front of him was more than just a makeshift
stretcher with garbage cloth wheels on it. It may well have been the
greatest technological innovation of the post-Sob world.
The wheels were at least the diameter of the ones on a VW bug. Nick
and Sutreyu had put their heads together and innovated a system of
turning garbage cloth into rope. They had found masses of the stuff inside
the nearby buildings and spun it onto logs that were probably a foot thick.
Because of the volume of the stuff, they had been able to create large
spongy wheels of it. One on each end of the branch and suddenly they
were looking at two wheels on an axle.
Two axles, four wheels, a clearance of around ten inches, and a central
frame tied to the middle and the result was what Ben stared at proudly.
More of a wagon than a cart and because of the light weight of the main
building material, garbage cloth, it was easy to move, even when they had
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loaded a substantial amount of food, water, and some very unique
materials they had found in their explorations.
Within the nearby buildings they had found the usual, wood, concrete,
brick, broken glass, and garbage cloth. The unique materials had been a
total surprise. Like most of this world, most of them had no explanation
for what it was or why it was there. It was only because of Abdullah that
they had seen the smooth curved pieces of lightweight material for what
they were. The pieces had been scattered on the ground floor of the first
building, the one Ben had opted to leave vacant as a safety measure.
Freya had found the first piece and asked Nick if she should bring it
outside. Nick had dragged it outside to where Ben was creating a pile of
garbage cloth, and Ben had asked if there were more. The three of them
searched and found a total of eighteen pieces. They were thin, light,
between six and ten feet long, and ultra light.
When Haruka, Abdullah, and Leah had returned to camp with a few
rabbits and a dog they had killed, he asked them if they thought the
pieces would be useful for anything they were doing. Sutreyu had already
told Ben that she wouldn’t be able to use them. Try as he had, Ben had
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been unable to come up with a use for them either. He had already
figured out the design for the cart.
As soon as Ben showed him, Abdullah was pulling the pieces into piles
and looking down the length of each one. He was laughing in disbelief as
he counted the pieces again and again and examined them for breaks or
weakness.
“Do you know what they are for Abdullah? Are they useful?” Ben had
never seen the man so excited before.
The Arab laughed. “Useful? They are of no use to us at all where we are
now, however… I have not seen anything like these since I was a very
young man. My grandfather had one that we would sometimes…” he
stopped. “You don’t have any idea what this is? What these pieces belong
to?”
Ben shook his head. “ I wouldn’t be standing here looking so confused if
I did…are you alright?”
Abdullah’s smile didn’t go away, only got bigger. “My friends, I am
sorry, I see that you are truly confused at my excitement. I will explain to
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you. No, perhaps I can show you.” He began moving the pieces around on
the ground. “Does this look like anything to you?”
Ben didn’t see it. Abdullah saw that he didn’t see it. “Ben. This is the
frame of a dhow. It is the skeleton of a traditional Syrian boat.”
Ben was finally able to see, but he remained confused. “Okay, I think I
see the shape, but where is the rest of it? What I mean is, can we use it?”
Abdullah had nodded again. “Yes my friend. We have the difficult parts
here, I am not familiar with this material, but it is superior and the rest we
can make quite easily.”
Ben hadn’t been so certain. “From what?”
“From cloth covered in sap or animal fat. Do not worry.”
And so Ben hadn’t. Now he looked on as they made final preparations to
leave their home at Pit Falls and head west. Like pioneers heading into an
unknown future, they were leaving the comforts of a frontier they knew
for one they did not. Ben recognized that he was being a bit
melodramatic, yet, he felt a small tinge of sadness at leaving this place. It
had been a place without distress. They had had a few scares, but only
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from dogs and a large animal that had roared in the streets the previous
night.
They had stood inside ready to defend themselves if it tried to attack,
but after several minutes of fierce growling, it had moved on. None of
them had seen it and from the sound, Ben was quite happy never to see
it.
Now, after two nights, it was time to leave. They would walk two in
front pulling the wagon , two in back to push if necessary, and one on
each side to keep watch. A scout would lead them. It was a defensive and
functional formation. They would switch as needed. All of them now had
weapons that were superior to anything the Believers had when they left.
Abdullah carried a weighted whip. The rest were outfitted with glass
tipped spears, glass daggers, and clubs embedded with glass shards.
They had improvised primitive functional clothing from the garbage
cloth and had even created simple packs. They had supplies enough to
last for at least several days. It was probably too much, but Ben would
rather be too well prepared than not well enough.
He closed the door on the building that had been their home. It was a
crude door of logs tied together and hinged with rope, but it was a door.
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He felt proud of it. His intention was to lead this group to Bridger. If things
there felt right, he would stay. If they didn’t he intended to return here to
Pit Falls and create a home for himself and whoever wanted to join him.
They were all ready to leave. Abdullah, Freya, Nick, Haruka, Leah,
and….where was she? Ben looked in all direction for Sutreyu. A part of
him had hoped that she and he would have grown closer because of the
shared bond of his dreams of the stairway. It had not happened, she was
friendly, but aloof and somewhat distant. When she had not been
working, she had chosen to sit next to the Pit Falls where conversation
was impossible. When she was working, she was focused and not
available for talking. He supposed it was best, but a part of him had liked
the idea of romance with a woman who actually appeared in his dreams.
It was not meant to be however, but…where was she?
Ben let the others know that he would return after a moment. He
walked towards the Pit Falls knowing that it was where he would find her.
He was almost right.
She met him halfway there. She was carrying a bundle in her arms that
he couldn’t quite figure out. It wasn’t her pack. It appeared to be a clump
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of garbage cloth but the shape kept shifting, almost as if it had life of its
own.
As he got closer Ben could definitely see that the bundle was squirming
in her arms. What in the world had she found? Was it actually a child?
She said nothing as he got closer to her. She simply held the garbage
cloth wrapped bundle towards him. He leaned closer and was shocked
when a head emerged from the cloth.
Ben almost fell down when it licked him. Sutreyu laughed.
He had almost forgotten dogs could be friendly.
“Ben meet Pitfall. He’s my new best friend.”
Ben might have been jealous if the young dog hadn’t of been so cute.
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Chapter 3

The wagon worked better than they could have hoped. They had one
flat tire shortly after they began when some of the rope coiled on the log
axle had come untied and slipped to the side. In roughly ten minutes, the
rope was recoiled, retied, and they were back on their way. The soft tires
performed admirably on the pitted roads of Purgatory.
Pitfall, the dog, was an instant favorite with everyone. Ben estimated
that the dog was six or seven months old and still in the awkward stage
between puppyhood and dogness. He was a cute little guy that stood
sixteen or seventeen inches high at the back. His fur was mostly white
with an occasional black or grey patch. His big floppy ears framed a
smiling face that had a permanent black eye.
Sutreyu tied a rope around his neck and lashed it to the wagon. By the
way he strained against the rope, Ben thought it looked like Pitfall was
pulling the wagon all by himself, never mind the humans who also
strained at their ropes. Ben wondered if it might be possible at some
point in the future to utilize dogs to pull vehicles of this sort. He knew that
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they had been used in Earth’s far north, but had no idea how effective
they would be here. He filed the idea away for the future.
At the moment, the humans pulling the wagon were he and Leah. Over
the past several days, Ben had found himself frequently surprised by the
girl. While she had at first described herself as a fashion model, that was
only the barest surface of her history. Currently, between breaks where
she scratched Pitfall’s soft ears, she was entertaining her yoke-mate with
colorful stories of her interesting past.
“…and the idea of me ever being a model would have been completely
ridiculous to me back then. I mean, there I was, just a big local haole girl. I
mean, I always knew I was pretty, but I was big, you know? I surfed, I
played volleyball at Punahou, I even used to center for the basketball
team…”
Ben interrupted. “Sorry, just need you to clarify what a local haole girl
is? Was that your job or something?”
She laughed. Her laugh was bigger than she was. The kind of loud guffaw
you expected to hear from an obnoxious fat woman. Somehow she made
it appealing.
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“Ha, whatsamatta? You nevah come Hawaii-nei fo one vay-cay-shin?”
She spoke rapidly with a singsong lilt. Ben marveled once again that
somehow they all spoke the same, clear, unaccented language and yet
people were still able to twist it into dialects that made it sound foreign or
regional. Still, he was able to catch her meaning easily enough.
“No. I never wanted to. Maybe if there hadn’t been any tourists…”
She laughed again. “Wat? You wouldda been da first tourist?..No, sorry
Ben, I wondered if I would still be able to talk pidgin. Guess so. So in
Hawaii, a local is someone that has been there for a lot of generations but
usually either Hawaiian or Asian, a haole is a white person, so if a white
person has roots in Hawaii, they can’t really be local because they are
white, so they get called a local haole or sometimes a hapa if they have
any sort of local blood in them.”
“So if you’re a how-lee, you can never be local? Seems kind of unfair,
doesn’t it?” Ben had always been offended by racism of any type.
Leah looked at him with her head tilted sideways. “What makes you
think the world we left was ever fair? Just was what it was, right?” Ben
still had a hard time referring to Earth and the life he had there in the past

441

AUTHOR NAME

tense. It seemed like it should still be there. It was just that he knew it
wasn’t.
They both fell silent as they weighed their thoughts on what it was,
what it had been, and would it would be. As Ben thought of things that
were, he realized that rather than having made things more complicated,
the Sob had actually simplified them. Suddenly there were a lot of
answers to a lot of questions that no longer applied or were no longer
valid on this world.
Mankind was certainly not alone in the Universe. Life existed on other
planets. The world had definitely come to an end on a specific date. He
wondered if anyone had predicted it. Had the New Years predictions in
the supermarket tabloids been right about the world ending for once?
He thought of all the things people had made themselves miserable with
and about. Would they have done the same things if they had known it
was all going to crash against some figurative cliff? What might he have
done differently if he had known it was all going to end? Would he have
still planned to cheat on Doris again if he had known it was the last night
he would spend on Earth?
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Suddenly he realized that it didn’t matter. He had made his decision.
That was that. Nothing more to think about. He didn’t regret it a bit.
Ben had given up regrets at some point in his mid thirties. He had spent
his whole life up to that point thinking of his mistakes and triumphs and
wondering what might have happened if he had done things differently.
Instead of reveling in the present and planning for the future, he had
wasted what might have been some of the best years of his life looking
backwards.
He had envied the careless abandon of his younger brother and the
plodding determination of his older. He had watched their lives closer
than his own and compared the decisions of his past with the decisions of
theirs. It had been no way to live. He had suffered for decisions he could
no longer change and created imaginary pasts that could never become
reality.
Not that his life had been terrible. He hadn’t been living in a wooden
box, he had continued to roll out a past and examine it from the future
and in the process to miss fully experiencing the present. One day, he had
found himself sitting in a Paris bistro staring at an empty glass and
listening to his thoughts. “I wish I would have slept with that pretty
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woman I used to see at George’s cocktail parties,” was the thought going
through his head as a different pretty lady asked him if he wanted
another. He could tell by the way she was smiling at him that she was
interested in him. He wondered if he would later regret not seeing where
her smile would lead to…and then it hit him. He didn’t have to wonder. It
wasn’t some event to look back on. It was now.
He had smiled back at her and said yes. When she brought his drink, he
took her hand and asked her name. It was the moment his life had
changed, it was the moment he gave up the past and gained the present.
“Giselle,” she had said. He had never asked himself what might have
happened if he hadn’t.
That was the way it worked.
Since leaving the Falls, they had seen no sign of humans. The city was
deserted. When they paused to change positions, those who hadn’t been
pulling would sometimes explore interesting buildings. They found
nothing extraordinary and no sign that anyone had passed by.
Ahead of them, the street stretched on for miles and the mountains
stood lit by the light of late afternoon. They were switching positions and
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taking a water break when Sutreyu emerged from a building she had
found some interest in. She came to where Ben and Leah sat sipping
water and enjoying a well deserved moment of rest.
“You should come see this right away.” She turned and left them looking
after her in bewilderment.
“Wait here. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” Ben got up to follow the
ancient woman in a young woman’s body. She had gone inside. The
building was lit by the sun low in the sky to the west. He followed her in.
Once inside he felt her grab his sleeve. “It’s very dark, follow me. There
are steps.” For a moment, Ben had an odd sense of deja-vu he couldn’t
place while he followed Sutreyu up the steps. If it hadn’t of been so
creepy, he might have smiled when he realized it was real deja-vu.
Up two flights and they emerged on a rooftop. The building was not as
tall as many, but it was one of the few they had seen with an accessible
roof. The elevation proved sufficient to show what Sutreyu had brought
him up to see.
To the west of them a thick column of black smoke rose into sky. Just
beyond it, he could see the sun shimmering on the water of what had to
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be Bridger’s river. They knew Bridger’s people were on the other side of
the river, the big question was, who was on this side of it?
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Chapter 4

No one had to be convinced that it was a good idea to stop for the night.
With the exception of Pitfall. The dog, like most puppies had boundless
energy. Ben was glad to see how quickly he had become accustomed to
domestication. Sutreyu insisted on keeping him on his leash though, just
in case he should hear the call of the wild beckoning him.
They set up a camp on the rooftop that Sutreyu had found. There was
no need for them to have a fire there and it would have been dangerous
in any event since it might have provided a beacon to anyone who saw it.
The column of smoke in the distance had created a variety of reactions
among his little band.
“It’s Bridger.” Leah was ecstatic at seeing the river and professed nearly
one hundred percent certainty that it was the people she had left
providing a beacon for those who were looking for shelter. “It’s just the
kind of thing he would do. I know I said that he wasn’t very keen on this
side of the river, but I just have this feeling. Why else would anyone
create such an obvious signal?”
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Haruka was much more suspicious. “To draw whomever saw it into a
trap. Why search for enemies when you can bring them to you?” The
more time he spent around Haruka, the more impressed Ben was with his
critical thinking. It was Haruka who had devised their marching formation.
He was a master tactician. Ben knew that some of that was a result of his
commando training, but suspected that his skills had drawn him to his
profession and not the other way around.
Nick’s thinking, on the other hand, was an almost alien thing to Ben. It
wasn’t that he didn’t appreciate the man’s insight into natural laws and
occurrences, it was the way he was able to think about things without his
ideas being clouded by human involvement. “It might have nothing to do
with humans at all. It could be some sort of natural phenomenon.”
Ben found Nick’s idea to be the least likely. If it had been some sort of
forest fire he figured it would have either grown, moved, or gone out.
Forest fires didn’t send continuous black columns of smoke straight up
from the same spot.
Abdullah was indifferent to the entire conversation. “No amount of
speculation will tell us what lies ahead. I suggest we simply approach it
cautiously tomorrow and that we rest as much as we can this night.”
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Ben was inclined to agree with him but he was interested in the ideas
being presented. He had found that sometimes one could over think what
lay ahead, yet, there had been just enough times when it had saved his
ass that he continued to do it. Sutreyu, like Ben, had been listening to the
others. Now she spoke.
“Whatever it is, we have no choice but to face it tomorrow. I would
estimate it is perhaps four hours ahead of us. Perhaps, while the others
sleep tonight, the person who is on watch can devise a plan. In the
morning, we can compare ideas and choose a course to follow.”
It was a perfect idea. They were all exhausted, it would be dark soon,
and it was pointless to stay awake in the dark discussing speculation. They
drew straws for the watch order. Longest straw first to shortest straw last.
Haruka drew first watch followed by Freya, Nick, Abdullah, Sutreyu,
Leah, and Ben was given the final watch. He didn’t mind. He had always
enjoyed being the first person awake in the morning. In the busy world
they had left, he had found it to be the only time you could find solitude.
From about four a.m. to sunrise, Earth was populated by only a select few
individuals. Joggers, late night stragglers finally making their way home,
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and people who enjoyed spending time with themselves. Ben had been all
three at various points in his life.
They secured the wagon out of sight from the main road and settled in
for the night. There was the faint glow of flames at the base of the smoke
column that was somehow inviting and terrifying at the same time.
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Chapter 5

Ben was back on the steps. He had wondered when he would return.
He found himself looking upward towards the second gate. The morning
sun was hot on his face as he trudged over one step after another.
Though the steps were worn smooth by the passage of time and carefully
cut from the stone of the mountain, they were not even. It was impossible
to create a mindless rhythm since one step would be five inches tall, the
next one twenty four inches, and the next nine or ten.
The myriad characters inscribed into each one still seemed completely
random to him. He tried for a while to keep track of them and see if some
pattern emerged but it did not. Flame, goose, opal, window, fish, twig. It
was simply a random ordering of words. So far as he could tell they did
not tell a story, they didn’t fit into one category, and they held no
meaning beyond themselves.
He was closer to the gate now. The second gate was much larger than
the first. It was made of a shiny green material that glistened in the
sunlight almost as if it were wet. On top of it a row of lanterns burned.
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Despite the sunlight he could see the flame of each one of them. Seven
lanterns. Symbols were carved deeply into the jade of the gate. Not
characters, but symbols that Ben guessed were far older and more
meaningful. Animals with human heads, snakes swallowing their own
tails, and all manner of circles and geometric shapes.
Straight ahead, the trail led through the center of the gate but before it
did so it split into three separate tracks. There was the path through the
center, the path to the right, and the path to the left. The paths to the
side looked like they had been traveled more than the one through the
center and Ben wondered if there was a good reason for the deviations. In
fact, as he looked at it, the center path looked to be the least traveled.
The one to the right was the most traveled. It led slightly downhill to a
stone covered in what appeared to be offerings. There was fruit, glass
beads, figurines, dolls, incense, and coins scattered on the stone alter.
From the alter it led up to rejoin with the main trail past the second gate.
The path to the left led to a tumble of rocks that had fallen at some
ancient time into a great mass that created a sort of wall next to the gate.
It was obvious that the trail led over the wall and then came down to
meet with the main trail on the other side. It looked like a moderately
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difficult climb. Ben guessed that whoever changed the lanterns, if anyone
at all did, did so by climbing up the trail to the left to access the top of the
gate.
Ben stood on the trail a few steps before the two paths diverged. He
could remember the feeling of being crushed by the first gate when he
had tried to pass through it without having the requisite freedom. Had he
achieved whatever it was he was supposed to have achieved in order to
pass through the second gate?
Certainly it looked like the easiest path was to go through the center,
but he knew that there had been nothing easy about passing through the
first gate. Even when he had made it through it had been painful and
difficult. Now he had alternatives to choose from.
Not only did he have to choose which the easiest path was, but more
importantly he had to choose which was the right path. He looked around
hoping that Sutreyu had appeared somewhere nearby to offer him advice.
Even before he looked, he knew that she would not be there.
He tried to reason out an answer to the dilemma that faced him. The
gate had obviously been built to go through. That was the function of
gates. Yet the path to the right was the most traveled path and it went to
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a stone covered with what Ben thought were the offerings of pilgrims.
The path to the left looked like the most difficult way and had also
apparently seen more traffic than the main path through the gate.
George, his older brother would have certainly chosen the path that was
tried and true. His younger brother, Teddy, would have scrambled up the
path that offered the most obvious difficulty. He realized that he was
stalling himself from making a decision. It wasn’t about what they would
have done. They might have done the exact opposite of what he
supposed. It was really about him and he knew what path he had to take.
Even though it was the least traveled, appeared easiest, and may not
have been the correct path; he had to take the center path through the
gate. Even though he might not be ready for it, he had to try it. Even
though he might miss what many others had seen by doing so, he was
forced by the knowledge that the gate was designed to be gone through.
He began to take the steps that would bring him closer expecting to
feel the weight of the world bearing down upon him. With each step he
felt nothing and then he was through the gate. Maybe he had made the
wrong choice. He had passed through the second gate and it was as
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simple as walking up the steps. He walked a few steps further until he
had passed the two side trails where they met with the main trail again.
There was a high step here which he turned and sat upon, looking back
down at the second gate he had just come through.
“Sometimes moving forward is not as hard as we expect it to be.” It was
Sutreyu. She was walking through the gate on the same path he had
chosen.
“Was it the right choice though?” He hoped she would give him an
answer. A part of him felt like he had perhaps missed the point of the
entire gate.
She looked happy as she came towards him. She stepped off the trail
and down to the stone covered with offerings. She picked up a teapot and
two cups that he had not noticed before and carried them to the wide
step he sat upon. She set the two cups between them and poured
steaming tea from the pot. She sat, picked up one of the glasses, and
offered it to him.
He took it. The smell of jasmine was everywhere. It came from the tea, it
came from her, it was in the air itself.
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“You already know the answer, but I will speak it for you. There are no
wrong choices. It is a matter of doing and intention. If you choose, than
you have succeeded in creating your intentions. How long did you spend
looking at the three paths Ben?”
He sipped his tea and answered. “It was only a minute or two. No more
than that. A part of me felt like I should take more time.”
She laughed. “The first time I was here, I spent three days trying to
decide. I watched hundreds of pilgrims go by me. The first I asked told me
that the obvious path was to the left because we must overcome
difficulty. I was ready to follow him when an old woman arrived and told
me that he was wrong and the path to the right was the only choice
because it was important that we offer something, even if it is symbolic,
to the Gods above. The middle path was not an option for anyone
because we had all felt the pain that passing through the first gate had
brought us.”
“Which path did you choose?” Ben knew, but he wanted to hear her
explain it.
“Like you Ben, I chose the middle path. My intention was to get to the
top and the gate was there to be passed through.”
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“What if I had not chosen the path through the gate?” He wanted to
know. Would it have taken him off the path completely? Would it have
kept him from reaching the top?
She laughed again. “You would have reached this point and turned and
wondered what might have happened if you had taken a different path.
Then, you might have gone back and come through the gate or you might
not have. Yet, you would always wonder what might have happened if
you had stayed true to your course.”
“Would you have told me all of this if I hadn’t of come through the
gate?” He knew what she meant. It was the story about regrets again. He
had chosen the path of least regret.
“Yes Ben, I would have told you and you would have been able to
continue to the same destination, but you would always wonder if it was
different. You would always wonder if I had told you only what those who
don’t take the path through the gate are told.”
He considered her words. “But can’t I now wonder the same thing about
the side paths?”
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She nodded. “Yes, but those are not the path you were following. They
are simply side paths. Do you see what I mean?”
It was his turn to nod. “But what about the story of the boats on the
river? What does that have to do with this gate?”
“What do anger, responsibility, blame, remorse and control have to do
with pursuing intention? Not everything here makes sense Ben. It is much
like everywhere else in that regard. We do not always get the answers to
all of our questions. We don’t get to know what the results of the choices
we have not made are. Not everything is clear to everyone. I will tell you
this though. Like the waking world, there is meaning in everything here.”
The breeze made her gown move like a living thing. The purple and
green silk of it shimmered and flowed. As she took a sip of her tea, Ben
once again admired the lines of her profile and the strength of her jaw.
“The woman who left an offering. She was certain of her path and she
followed it. The man who sought adversity to prove his worthiness, he
was also certain. You and I, Ben, we made the only choice we could. Does
it surprise you to know that many who have come here have traveled all
three paths to the point of the gate and then turned back and left the
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mountain? Uncertainty always leads backwards. It is connected to
responsibility, purpose, and sense of self.”
A cloud had covered the sun and a light rain fell on them. It was
refreshing in the best possible way. Ben considered her words and sipped
his tea in silence. She poured more into his cup and stood with the pot in
hand.
“What will you do now Ben?”
He stood.
“I will head towards the third gate and consider whatever wisdom I find
along the way.”
He looked upwards and then back at her but she was already gone. He
finished his tea, replaced the cup on the stone alter, and began climbing
again.
For hours he climbed. Finally, ahead of him a huge cliff face was covered
with characters. He stopped in the late afternoon shade near a stream
which trickled down the rocks under a bamboo forest. He sipped from the
tiny waterway and considered the story before him. It read:
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“One day, as Chu Bei, a simple stone carver, labored at his trade, a
wealthy merchant was carried past in a fabulous litter. “It would be nice
to have such luxury,” he thought. To his astonishment, he found himself
suddenly sitting in the litter. Chu Bei had been transformed into the
wealthy merchant. As the merchant, Chu Bei had to pay taxes to the
wealthy Lord. “It would be nice to have such wealth,” he thought.
Instantly, he became the Lord. As the Lord, Chu Bei looked towards the
sun and was envious of it’s power. Suddenly, Chu Bei was the sun. When a
cloud blocked his rays from reaching the land below, he thought enviously
of the power such a cloud carried. Now Chu Bei was the cloud. As the
cloud, Chu Bei was tossed wherever the wind blew. The wind has the
power to move whatever it pleases, Chu Bei thought. Instantly, he was the
wind. He pushed clouds, blew rooftops off, and moved whatever he
desired, until he came upon this cliff of stone. “I wish I had the power to
alter that stone,” Chu Bei thought and so I, Chu Bei, have become a stone
carver again and now do just as I wished I could do when I was the wind.”
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Chapter 6

“Ben, time to get up. Your watch.” Leah gently brought him back to the
waking life. He opened his eyes, rolled over and sat up. She smiled at him
with tired eyes.
“Anything unusual,” he asked, feeling fairly certain that the answer was
no.
“Everything is unusual here. Sometimes, I forget just how unusual it all
is, but I think the answer you are looking for is not really. The fire in the
distance flares once in a while. The wind has been fairly calm. Everyone
has been sleeping peacefully. I had thought that maybe I would just keep
the watch until dawn, but I can’t keep my eyes open.”
Ben pulled his cloak around him a little tighter as a breeze gave him a
chill. He was glad she had woke him. He also appreciated that she had
considered taking his watch.
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“Okay. I think you can close them now. I’m solidly back in this world.”
Somehow he had known that he wouldn’t be able to reach the third gate
in one night anyway. “Here, the blankets are still warm.”
She climbed under the blankets he had just vacated and he pulled them
up around her. On an impulse he kissed her on the forehead. “Sweet
dreams how-lee girl.”
Ben took a quick survey of the rooftop. Everyone was there. As he
walked by, Pitfall raised his head to see who it was, then quickly buried it
again under his tail. He was curled up next to the evenly breathing form of
Sutreyu. Ben wondered where she was right now. Was she guiding
someone else up the stairs of the Holy Mountain? Was she somewhere
else?
He wasn’t surprised to see Freya curled up with Haruka. Somehow, over
the past few days the two had been drawn together. He had watched the
friendship grow between them with approval but also a certain amount of
worry. He knew how difficult relationships could be. The early stages were
always idealistic and rosy, but so many people managed to move into
adversity far too quickly. So far, he liked what he was seeing between
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them, not that it was any of his business. Even as a leader there were
certain areas that needed to be off limits.
He looked towards the fire burning in the distance. Leah was right.
Periodically it would flare up as if new fuel had been added to it. It was
too far away, but if he stared long enough, he could almost imagine
figures moving around it. Shadows dancing around it in an orgy of
carnality. Fauns, satyrs, faeries, and dryads all celebrating the freedom of
the darkness and the heat of the light.
That was another reason Ben had always loved this time of the late
night and the early morning. It was the period between light and dark.
The time when the magic of the world was still alive. He had looked
towards the same fire in the evening and imagined nothing more fantastic
than scraggily humans feeding logs to the flames. He smiled to himself. It
was amazing how the time of day affected thoughts differently.
His musings were interrupted by the sound of whispering voices. At first
he thought they must be coming from someone in his group, but a quick
survey revealed that all of them, even Pitfall, were sound asleep. The
whisperings continued. Was it just the wind?
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He moved towards the edge of the building and looked down into the
street. It was all darkness and shadows but it was definite that the sounds
he was hearing were coming from below. All thought that it might be the
wind disappeared as he got closer to the edge. He could see nothing, but
the voices were clear now.
He could distinguish neither sex nor age but he could understand the
conversation. It was between at least two and perhaps more.
“Do you think he will come?” a voice whispered.
“Of course he will. He has no choice. It is the only way.” A voice
answered.
“And the other?”
“She brings him.”
“Do you trust her?”
“Do we have a choice?”
“Is it going to work?”
“Will he stay there and wait for them? I worry about his…
unpredictability.”
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“They do not know we are involved.”
“Some of them do.”
“Most of them don’t.”
“Tomorrow?”
“Yes.”
“Yes, tomorrow.”
“And then?”
“And then more…”
“Yes…”
Ben listened to them. Not afraid of being found so much as scared of his
companions waking up and startling whoever it was below. The
whisperings had started soft and gotten louder. Now they faded again.
And then they were gone.
Ben sat with his back to the low wall and tried to control his breathing.
What did it mean? Who was it? Were they talking about him? Who else
were they referring to? Why were they here? Had he just imagined the
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whole thing? Had he fallen asleep somehow and dreamed the whispery
conversation he had just heard?
The sun was approaching. He could see the sky to the east beginning to
show color and the light of the stars beginning to fade. Somewhere, not
too far away, a bird’s song sounded. It nearly made him jump from his
skin in it’s suddenness. He wondered if he should tell anyone about what
he thought he had just heard.
As the light grew he looked towards the black smoke which still rose into
the sky. Not for the first time, he had an ominous feeling as he watched it.
Whether the voices had been referring to him or not, they had been right.
He had to move towards it. He didn’t think it could be the Believers, but it
might be. His hope was that if it was, he would find Bridger and his people
too.
It simply made more sense to know who it was and what they were
doing there. He didn’t need to bring his group into the open if it was the
Believers. He figured his bunch would be able to spot their bunch first.
After all, whoever was controlling the smoke wanted to be seen. That was
a certainty. There was no choice, the path they had chosen moved to
where the fire burned. They could try to skirt around the sides, but it
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would do no good. They needed to know who it was and what they
wanted.
He was interrupted from his intense thoughts by the voice of Sutreyu
beside him. “You heard them?”
He turned from where he had been watching the smoke with the same
intensity as his thoughts. “Yes. Who are they?”
She looked towards the smoke now. Away from him. “Do you remember
when I told you about the ocean of worlds to explain what happened to
us?”
“Yes.”
“And do you remember how I said that it was as if whales had drawn us
in like plankton and ejected us into this world?”
“Yes. I remember.” Ben was looking at her as she looked towards the
smoke. Now she turned and looked into his eyes.
“The voices you heard were the voices of the whales.”
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Chapter 7

Ben decided not to tell anyone about the voices he had heard in the
night. It wasn’t that he didn’t think they had been real. In fact, he was
certain that they had been. His silence was more a result of realizing that
telling the rest of his tribe could only make things more confusing than
they needed to be. He didn’t want them to have to decide whether they
believed he had heard the voices, had dreamed the voices, or had
imagined the voices.
Instead, he finished his watch trying to imagine who the whisperers
might have been. Sutreyu was either unwilling or unable to tell him more
than she already had. The voices had belonged to those who had brought
them here. That was all she would acknowledge. She professed to know
nothing of who they were, what they looked like, or why they had been
brought. If she knew and wasn’t telling, Ben knew better than to try to
change her mind. He trusted her judgment.
As everyone woke up, they began preparations for the coming day. Food
and water were shared around and soon everyone assembled in the
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street. The wagon was brought out of where they had stashed it during
the night. No one had questioned where they were headed yet. It was up
to Ben to tell them what they already knew.
“We’re going to go to where the smoke is.” They all nodded. No one was
surprised and no one objected.
He continued. “I think our wisest course of action is to head straight
there. When we are closer, we can hide the wagon and scout the area.
We know they are there, but they cannot be sure that we are coming or
where we are coming from. Even if it is Bridger, I don’t think we should
rush forward without assessing the situation. Things may well have
changed since you were there last…” He gestured towards Leah. She
nodded her assent.
Abdullah moved forward. “Perhaps we should approach the river first
from up or downstream. If we were to put ourselves closer to the water, I
could begin assembling the dhow. Most of us could stay behind and work
on the boat while one or two scout the area where the fire is.”
Ben had intended to have them all go straight to where the smoke
originated, but now realized that Abdullah’s suggestion was much wiser.
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One or two scouts were less likely to be seen than seven people and a
dog. It made sense.
“Okay, agreed. The question remains though, should we head upriver or
downriver? Or does it even matter?” Ben wasn’t even positive which side
was which. He assumed that the river flowed from north to south, but
there was no way to tell if that was the case from where they were. No
one had a preference, so Ben decided to take them Northwest. If he were
correct about the flow of the river, that would take them upriver from
where the fire continued to send black smoke skyward.
The hours passed by without event as they took turns at various
positions. The buildings around them became smaller and spaced further
apart. It was almost as if they were entering suburbs, but instead of ranch
style homes or townhouses the buildings were only smaller versions of
the same drab concrete boxes they had seen elsewhere in Purgatory. It
was like nowhere Ben had ever seen. It seemed as if someone had simply
taken a photograph of one part of a city and then tried to reconstruct the
entire city using only what was shown in the photo.
As they came closer to the river, they were also coming closer to the
column of smoke. It was huge. Ben presumed that the source of the fire
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was the trees and brush which filled the vacant areas between buildings.
The roads had become rougher as they went forward, but the wagon was
hardy and managed to get through potholes and over debris. Sometimes
it required all of them to push, pull, and clear the trail, however, the
spongy wheels of rope turned out to be perfect for such obstacles.
Ben was unfamiliar with the trees that now appeared with more
frequency and in larger numbers. During a rest he leaned against one.
When he attempted to standup, he felt something pulling him back
downward. Abdullah, who was watching him from nearby began to laugh
as Ben struggled forward. Ben turned and saw strands of a white gummy
substance stretched between his poncho and the tree trunk.
He reached out with his dagger and sliced the gooey strands. Abdullah
had moved forward and now crumbled one of the leaves from the tree.
When he opened his hand the big round leaf had cracked open and
released a sticky sap. The pieces stuck to his hand and when he pulled
them away they left the same sort of tacky strands that Ben had just
severed.
“Remarkable,” the Arab said. “I have not seen this variety before, but
there is a similar tree which is grown in Malaysia. It doesn’t produce
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nearly as much sap as this one, but I think it may be from the same
family.”
They were all fascinated by it now. “What’s the tree?” It was Freya who
asked.
Abdullah smiled. “The Malaysian tree? It has many names, but I think
most people call it a rubber tree. We will have to experiment with it a bit,
but I think this sap can be used in the same way as latex rubber, the sap of
the rubber tree.”
Ben looked around. There were no shortage of the trees ahead of them.
He suddenly remembered seeing pictures of French rubber plantations. As
he recalled, the sap had to boiled in order to be used. It required huge
fires.
“Is it possible that the fire ahead of us is an operation to process
rubber?” He was stating it as much as he was asking. It made perfect
sense. It wasn’t a beacon. It was a side effect of manufacturing. It made
him feel much safer to have a possible practical purpose in mind for the
smoke column. If it were the case, it probably meant that it wasn’t a trap.
None the less, they still needed to proceed with caution.
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Leah actually looked a little disappointed at Ben’s revelation. “I still
think it may be Bridger using it as a signal,” she said. It was possible.
Obviously, it must have occurred to whomever was creating it, that the
fire was a beacon. Ben remembered the words he had heard the night
before. And it had certainly occurred to others as well.
“Okay. Let’s get a move on. We’ll find out soon enough.” He kept his
anxiety to himself but was fairly certain that they all felt it anyway.
Pitfall gave a playful bark as if to agree with the suggestion of forward
movement.
By the time they reached the river, the landscape had become a thick
forest with an occasional building emerging from it. The buildings were
now simply brownish white boxes that were sometimes one and
sometimes two floors. Most, but not all of them, had doors and several
windows. Some had no obvious way to get inside.
The river itself was perhaps a half mile wide. The current looked
deceptively slow, but Ben knew that if that much water was flowing, it
was possible that there were deadly undercurrents. There was no sign of
humans along the banks. The mud showed paw prints of several kinds of
animals, but there were no human tracks.
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From the top of the building nearest the water, Ben could see that the
smoke was rising no more than a mile or two from where they were. From
this point they could go no further West without crossing the river which
flowed exactly as Ben had thought it would. From north to south,
relatively speaking. Nick was fast to point out that they didn’t know for
certain that those were the right directions.
Abdullah had begun experimenting with the latex sap and garbage
cloth.
“I think that we may be able to simply crush the leaves and stick them to
the cloth in order to create a waterproof shell for our dhow.” He had
already started assembling the skeleton of the boat. It was about twenty
feet long. There were three long pieces that formed the keel, port, and
starboard rails. Five ribs ran from the rails to the keel on each side.
Several struts ran through the center from port to starboard. It was a
simple and yet elegant design. Ben tried not to wonder at how ‘lucky’ they
had been to find it. If he thought about such things, it became far too
obvious that luck was much more than that here.
Ben and Leah had opted to go scout the area around the fire while the
other five worked on assembling the boat. Abdullah thought they could
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have it completed by the time it got dark if the latex/garbage cloth
worked as he thought it would. Ben had no doubt that he and Leah would
be back well before that.
The two of them walked silently down the river bank. As they came
closer to their destination, Ben motioned that they should stop.
“Leah, I think we should get as close as we can and observe for a while.
If you recognize the people there, assuming of course that there are
people there, we can approach them and make contact. There’s
something I should tell you before we get any closer though…”
She moved closer to him. “You don’t have to tell me Ben, I know.”
It was a surprise to him. He hadn’t thought she knew about the aliens.
“I should tell you though Ben, before you say anything, that when I was
captured by the Believers, I had already gotten involved with Bridger. I
care about you, but I have to know how things are with Bridger first.
That’s the kind of woman I am.”
Ben tried not to smile. Instead he simply nodded and tried to appear
understanding and maybe a little disappointed. That had not gone the
way he had intended at all. She was an attractive girl, but she was far too
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young for him. He couldn’t think of any way to transition from the
conversation she had created to the one he had started without sounding
contrived. Maybe it was just the way that the world had of telling him that
she didn’t need to know what he had been about to tell her. That he
thought it was likely there would be ‘whales’ at the fire.
“I understand,” he said, trying to sound noble. She leaned in and kissed
him on the cheek.
“Thank you.” She sounded fairly melodramatic whispering it to him. Just
when he thought the world was filled with as much oddness as it could
handle, something like this came along and smacked him in the forehead.
Well, there were worse things than being let down easy by a fashion
model you weren’t really interested in the first place.
They were much closer to the fire now and while they still couldn’t see
through the forest to the source of the flames, they could smell the acrid
smoke as it was wafted their way by the wind that was blowing up the
river. Ben’s eyes watered as they crept through the brush to the clearing
where the fire raged. The heat could be felt from the fire before they
were able to see anything.

cdlxxvi

The Hu Factor by Vago C. Damitio

Finally, Ben parted the brush and saw a broad shouldered man throwing
latex trunks on to a huge burning pile of bubbling flames. Black smoke
poured from the fire like it was burning tires, which, Ben realized, in a way
it was. Ben saw no one but the solitary man who now turned towards
them. He had long brown hair, a scraggily beard, and huge brown eyes.
Ben turned to Leah to ask if it was Bridger, but she was already up and
running towards the man.
“Bridger!” As she shouted the name, Ben saw alarm appear on the
man’s face. He recognized her.
“Don’t shoot!” Bridger shouted. At first Ben thought he was speaking to
Leah or any compatriots she might have with her, then he saw the flash of
arrows hurtling towards her.
“She’s one of ours,” Bridger continued, but it was too late. The trap he
had set was already sprung and Ben counted at least three arrows
protruding from the girl.
“I’ve got another one here,” it was a woman’s voice coming from behind
Ben. He turned and lifted his hands slowly as he saw two men and a
woman aiming cocked bows at him.
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“Get up and move into the open,” the black woman said. “Move slowly
and keep your hands where I can see them.”
Ben did as he was told.
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Book X : Convergence
Chapter 1

The women moved quickly towards an unknown future. They were well
equipped and well supplied thanks to the stores that had been brought
out for the wedding feast. There was no reason to stop and plenty of
reason to keep moving. It was a forced march.
Ann, Bella, and Niev moved among the women they represented and
brought questions and concerns to Emma who marched at the front of
the female deserters. Most of the worries and requests were concerned
with how long they were going to march, where they were going, or what
she had in mind.
To be honest, Emma hadn’t planned much beyond getting away. She
knew that it wouldn’t be long before the Believers managed to escape the
barracks and convinced themselves they should rescue the Bishop rather
than waiting for his release. She considered letting him go, but knew he
would send people after them and that he was the best bargaining chip
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they had. Aside from themselves, he was the only bargaining chip they
had.
The fate that awaited them if they were brought back to the Cathedral
was worse than death. She knew that. Emma realized that not all the
women would agree with that assessment, but she knew that after being
turned into actual slaves they would eventually come to the realization.
She hoped to keep that from happening.
Ann’s people were particularly upset with the rapid pace that Emma was
setting. A small delegation of upset women followed the girl to the head
of the column to confront Emma about the specifics of her plan. Anne
looked slightly exasperated with them for insisting on coming with her.
The girl was new to leadership, but somehow she was doing things right.
She would learn that sometimes you had to let your people take their
own heads.
Emma didn’t stop moving as she explained the situation to the women
around her. “I know that you might think we are safe because we have
taken most of the weapons, have the Bishop as a hostage, and left them
locked in the dormitory, but I want you ladies to know that you are wrong
about all that.”
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She took a breath and continued. “Those women are going to untie the
men, I’m certain in fact that they already have. The men are going to
either break down the door or the wall and get out, just like the slaves did
before. And think about it for a second ladies, do you think they are going
to be very happy at having been bested by a bunch of women? Think of
the men we are talking about here. These are the same guys that thought
they were marrying into some ass today. They are going to come after us
and if they catch us…well…just think about it.”
They did. It didn’t take them long to stop complaining and keep moving.
It had been several hours when Emma heard a commotion coming from
the rear of the formation. Yells gradually turned to cheers and a
communal sort of jeering that moved gradually towards the front where
Emma was. She lifted her hand to call a halt and waited while the object
of commotion came to her.
Bella broke through the women. In front of her, she pushed a man who
now had his hands trussed up. He was wet with spit from the women he
had passed through. The Bishop, who was still tied, gagged, and being
escorted by a number of women carrying dangerous objects, watched
with her and everyone else as Bella shoved Smith towards Emma.
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“We caught him in the back,” she said. “He insists that he is alone and
says that he needs to talk to you.”
She was surprised to see him. She would of thought he would be
organizing some sort of search party or at the very least acting as the
voice of reason. She hoped that he wasn’t the scout of a large party. She
really wanted to get further away before nightfall.
“I thought I made it clear that no boys were allowed on this excursion,”
she said. She heard chuckles from several of the women. Smith’s face
turned red as he heard the same laughter directed at him.
Emma kept herself from taunting the man further, though it was
tempting. He had actually been a pretty decent sort. One of the better
Believers. “What do you want Smith?”
He stood up straight and looked at her. “I’m here to warn you. They are
loose and they are going to come after you.”
She shook her head. “Thanks for the warning, but I kind of figured as
much. Anything else?”
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He broke free of the women that held him. “You don’t understand.
Things have already gotten much worse. You put a horrible chain of
events in motion.”
She realized that the thing that she hated about Smith was that he had
such a hard time getting to the point. She could tell that he had
something to say, the man was just unable to come out and get directly to
it. He needed to be led there. It was exasperating.
“Okay, Smith. Take a deep breath. Breathe. Good. We can take a minute
or two. Tell me what happened. Start with us leaving.” She didn’t feel like
they did have any time to spare, especially since Smith had caught up with
them so fast. “Wait, first, how did you catch up to us so fast?”
Smith looked to his left and his right seeing the stern faces of women all
around him. “I ran,” he said, “as soon as he let us out and started killing
people, I ran.”
Emma and everyone around her tried to grasp what he had just said.
She thought she felt panic beginning in her ranks and held up her hand.
“Everyone stay calm. Smith. Talk. Start when we left.”
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“Alright. After you locked us up, the women untied everyone. It took
maybe ten minutes for everyone to be free and putting a plan together.
Adam had everyone pushing on the walls, but they weren’t going to fall.
We were going to try ramming the door when it was opened from the
outside.”
Emma hadn’t thought of that possibility. Someone had either been
hiding or had stayed behind to release the Believers.
“Who was it? Was it Adam who started killing people? Who did he kill?”
Bella asked the question they all needed to know the answer to.
Smith shook his head. “Adam was the first one he killed. It was White. He
was the one who released us and started the killing.”
Emma didn’t know who White was. “Who?”
“The prisoner,” Smith said. “He was one of Adam’s men before. You let
him go.”
Emma knew exactly which prisoner he meant. It hadn’t occurred to her
that any of the prisoners would come back and release the Believers.
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Smith went on. “He opened the door and told everyone to come outside.
Adam was the first one out the door. As soon as he walked out, White
gutted him. When I got outside he was standing over Adam’s body with a
knife in one hand and the Bishop’s bible in the other.”
At hearing this the Bishop began to struggle in his bonds and try to talk
through his gag. It was a distraction Emma didn’t need.
“Ann, put him in a choke hold or something. Smith, keep going.”
He did. “He was standing there reading about Babylon and betrayal. He
managed to get everyone really worked up about punishment from God
being delivered. He said that the Bishop had been a false prophet who
had been corrupted by the Whore of Babylon.” The Bishop made another
attempt at struggling that was quickly stopped by Anne. Emma almost felt
sorry for him.
“Wait a minute. You said killing people? Who else did he kill?” Emma
wanted to make sure she had understood him correctly.
“Yeah, as soon as he had everyone worked up, he ordered some of the
men he knew to grab some of Adam’s troops. He said they were guilty of
heresy and sodomy and that Adam and the Bishop had protected them.

485

AUTHOR NAME

He said if they had more time, they would crucify them, but instead he
just told the crowd to kill them. They did. They ripped them apart. It might
have been the single worst thing I have ever witnessed.” Emma saw blood
on his clothes but didn’t say anything about it. She wondered if he had
taken part in the carnage.
“He told everyone to find weapons or to make them. That’s when I
managed to slip away. They’re going to be coming after you if they aren’t
already. He said they’re going to bring two crosses with them. One for
you…and one for him.” Smith pointed to the Bishop.
Emma had always been honest with herself about having messed up
now and then. Right now, she was wondering if she had ever made a
mistake as bad as she had when she had let White go.
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Chapter 2

Of course, knowledge is power. Even when the knowledge is that some
crazy nut job is coming after you with the intention of nailing you to a
cross and watching the birds pluck your eyeballs out. Knowing they were
coming actually made things a little easier in some ways. There was no
question now about the fact that they needed to move.
Emma briefly considered letting Smith go, after all, he had risked his
neck to get away and bring them word of what was happening. The more
she thought about it though, the less happy she was with the idea of
releasing him. If he were caught by White’s Believer’s whatever
advantage they had in knowing about them would be nullified. So, she
had him tied up and made him march beside the Bishop.
Ann, the woman that had almost become Smith’s wife, kept clear of
him. Emma wasn’t entirely sure why, but decided not to interfere. After a
brief conference with her commanders, Emma made the decision that
they should push on into the night. The stars overhead made it possible to
move through the streets of Purgatory, they didn’t need to stop for
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supplies, and they needed to put as much distance as possible between
themselves and those pursuing them. From what Smith had told them,
she figured there would be no pursuit until the following morning.
Many of the women were exhausted but Emma pushed them on until
they refused to go further. Finally, when the prospect of moving forward
took more morale than it provided distance she stopped. She sent several
of the loner women out to scout for the best spot to make camp for the
night. They would stop, rest until dawn, and then begin pushing forward
again.
Her scouts reported that the forest was not far off to their left. Ahead
and right were countless numbers of the drab apartment like buildings
that served as the main feature of urban Purgatory. Emma decided that
while the woods might offer resources to them, it was safer to occupy the
buildings. A system of rotating watches were designated and the women
wearily laid down their burdens.
Emma’s burden of leadership however didn’t allow her to fall into the
exhausted sleep that many of the women found though. She called a war
council of her lieutenants and several of the other women that had shown
themselves to be exceptional in the trying circumstances they had all
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faced so far. Her war room was a narrow dead end alley with her loyal
hussies and loners standing watch over the entrance. She had Smith and
the Bishop both brought in so that they could interrogate them for
information.
“Ladies, let’s get down to business. How are things with the women at
large? Is the news that Smith brought common knowledge yet?” Emma
looked at the women around her.
“Do you think it’s a good idea to have them here while we talk?” This
came from Patsy, a dark haired Believer woman- make that former
Believer who had taken on the role of managing many of Ann’s recruits.
“Yes. You’re right, we don’t need them to know all of our plans, but for
the moment, I think we will benefit from having them here. Okay, back to
my question.” Emma didn’t intend to give the men any information that
would endanger her people.
Patsy spoke first. “Most of the girls know that Smith is here. There are
rumors that we are being pursued. A lot of the girls think that if we let
him,” she jerked her thumb towards the Bishop, “go, the Believers will be
satisfied and then we can figure out a way to negotiate with them. Many
of them think that reconciliation is still an option.”
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She shouldn’t have been, but Emma was shocked to hear this. “You
mean they want to go back?” She looked at the other women around her.
“What about the women around you?”
Anne nodded. “I would say that roughly half the women that came with
me think that rejoining the Believers is our best option. They aren’t aware
of everything that has happened since we left, but they seem to think that
if we were to negotiate with the Believers, we could improve the position
of women among them and then, we could stop running and get back to
building lives.”
Niev spoke next. “My girls aren’t exactly excited about putting ourselves
back in control of anyone else, but I have heard some of them say that
maybe the best thing to do is to let the Bishop know how we want to be
treated, make him promise to change things, and then to release him.
Later, if we see that certain things are happening like the abolition of
slavery, equal rights for women, and no forced marriages…then we could
reintegrate into each other.”
Emma thought this position sounded more reasonable, but of course
neither idea was workable now that she and the Bishop were both being
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pursued with the intention of being crucified. “And what about the
loners?” She looked at Bella.
Bella smiled. “I would say that all of us want to get as far away from the
Cathedral as we can and to never go back. There has been some talk of
killing the two of them and leaving them behind as a sort of message to
anyone that followed us. Also, I might add, that such a message would
eliminate the possibility of a reunification…or rather it would have.”
Emma was relieved to know that at least one group was against
rejoining with the lunatics behind them.
“Okay. What about our options at the moment? Will the women fight if
they need to? Are they able to?”
This time it was Anne who started. “It’s tough to say. Like Patsy said
there are a lot of women that, well, I would almost say they regret
leaving. I don’t think we can count on them to fight against anyone,
unless…” she wiped a strand of hair out of her face.
“Unless what?” Emma grabbed onto the glimmer of hope that was held
in front of her.
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Anne suddenly looked bashful, but she continued. “Well, unless they
knew there was something better out there. I mean, you have to realize
that, I mean, well, this,” she gestured expansively while she said it, “this
place is pretty terrifying if you stop and think about it and maybe being
forced to be part of a community isn’t the worst option…I mean, giants
and witches and who knows what else. Those escaped slaves are still on
the loose, there are probably other groups and who knows what kind of
twisted things they do. Sex cults or Satanists or you know….minorities.”
Sometimes Emma forgot that the girl still needed a lot of help. It was
helpful though. If Anne was experiencing these fears, it was certain that
many of the other women were too. It was ridiculous to Emma, this idea
of staying with a known evil rather than facing an unknown of any sort,
but she had certainly seen plenty of otherwise intelligent and rational
people fall into the same trap.
Niev gave a little laugh. “A lot of our girls just need to know that there
are other men. I mean, if we knew that we would find men elsewhere,
maybe those guys behind us wouldn’t seem so desirable, I mean we did
leave a lot of pretty great guys back there, some of them even wanted to
come with us. At least Ann’s managed to catch up to us.” Niev looked
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toward the girl and gave an exaggerated wink. Emma thought she saw
something flicker across Smith’s face where he was sitting, but couldn’t be
certain.
Bella spoke now. “You should know that some of the women also feel
like they might be safer if they slipped off by themselves. This is especially
true of those who know that you and the Bishop kind of have a bounty
out on you.”
Emma had hoped things wouldn’t be this complicated, but she had
suspected they were.
“Okay, Bella, Ann, grab those men and bring them over here.” The Bishop
and Smith were now dragged closer to where the women sat in council.
“Listen Padre. I’m going to have the girl take the gag out of your mouth
now, okay?” He nodded. “I don’t want to hear any of that Whore of
Babylon stuff coming from you, I don’t want to hear any preaching, and I
want to make sure that you know that if you don’t cooperate we’re going
to gag you again and leave you behind as a sort of peace offering for
White to crucify. We might even leave you on a cross.”
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The Bishops eyes were wide, not with fright but with anger, but he
nodded his agreement with the conditions she had set. Emma gave Anne
approval and the gag was removed.
“Do you see what you have done now foolish woman?” he was going to
go on, but Emma raised her hand to stop him.
“Stop. That is not how this goes. I’m going to ask you some questions
and you are going to answer them. Got it?” When he said nothing she
looked at Ann. “Ann, hurt him a little.”
The girl hesitated then grabbed one of his hands and twisted it, just a
little. She saw him try to resist the pain, but it was too much for him.
“Okay,” He gasped.
“Good. First question. What’s your name?”
“I am the Bishop, you have no right…” Emma gave Anne a signal, he saw
it and answered before the pain began. “Paul. Paul Jenkins.”
It was a nice name. She was surprised it had taken this long for her to
hear it.
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“Good. Nice to meet you Paul.” She tried not to let the sarcasm drip
through too heavily, after all, they had already met intimately. “I’d love to
find out more about your past life, but unfortunately, that will have to
wait. Paul, we need to know a few things about this life. First, what do you
know about the other groups here? How many are there?”
“I really don’t know anything about…” Emma didn’t even need to signal
Anne this time, the girl was simply getting in touch with her inner sadist…
“Ten. He said there are ten areas. I don’t know how many groups. Really,
there are just us and the ones on the other side that I know about…”
Emma was fascinated at how the almost mystical power of the Bishop
had disappeared when she learned his name. He was just a tall scared
man named Paul Jenkins. A man that didn’t want to suffer any pain. The
words he was saying almost slipped past her, Bella however didn’t miss
them.
“Hold it Paul. Slow down. Okay, first things first. What one’s on the other
side? What do you know about them? How many? Where are they? Who
are they?”
He looked like he was thinking about resisting again but then he saw the
twisted little smile on Ann’s face. “We know that there is another group
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on the other side of the forest. We captured some of their people early
on. It is either one group or possibly two. We don’t know for sure. The
people we…questioned…weren’t very helpful. They came from across a
big river and my best guess is that there are perhaps a hundred, maybe
less. We captured a few early and then there were no more. They may
have all died or left.”
He was giving the information too easily. Emma realized that she could
take nothing that he said as the truth. It was totally pointless to talk to
him. His eyes were shifting back and forth, what else had he said,
something about areas.
“Alright. Now about that other part,” Emma saw something close to
panic appear on his face. “You said that He told you about ten areas?
Who?”
Defiance rose on his face. It was almost as if Paul was gone and the
Bishop was back. “Who? Him! The Angel of the Lord! Oh, how foolish I
was to lose faith, how foolish to allow myself to feel fear! He will not
abandon me. You ask who? I tell you, the Angel of God. It was he who told
me where to find God’s word, he that told me how to build my flock. It is
he that will save me from your clutches, Foolish Whore!” There he went
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again. “Jezebels. Prostitutes of Gomorrah. Filthy Babylonian sluts. Do you
know what you have done? Have you any idea of the evil you have
released? You have put the words and flock of the Lord in the hands of
the Enemy. Yea, though I walk through the valley of death, I shall fear no
evil. I renounce you. I rebuke you.”
“Ann,” Emma was trying not to panic as the intensity of the Bishop’s
words picked up in intensity, “do something. Shut him up.” Emma saw
that the girl was twisting the Bishop’s hands far enough that it had to
hurt. “Shut him up!”
“I call upon the Lord God almighty to put a curse upon these women.
For all who do not rise immediately and help his servant, a fiery death
awaits, do not stand…” Bella had succeeded with the gag where Anne had
failed with torture. Emma admitted to herself that she was suddenly
terrified and in the process gave herself permission to carry on.
“Get him out of here. Put double guards on him.” Several women
carried him out of the meeting. Emma looked at Smith who had just
observed the whole meeting and interrogation.
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“Anything you want to add?” She was suddenly completely exhausted.
Exhausted and traumatized. She found refuge in acting as if she were
unaffected.
Smith said nothing at first then he cleared his throat and began. “Please,
listen to everything I am about to say. When I woke up on this world, I
was scared and alone. I found the Believers after a few days of sneaking
through buildings. I watched what the Bishop was building and realized
that it was better than hiding. I have tried to do my best for everyone
here. A part of that was by being loyal to the person in charge. Even when
I didn’t agree with his ideas or methods. I thought that by building a
society, any society, I was creating something that would benefit
everyone eventually. Now I see that I was wrong. He’s a madman. I should
have seen it before, but I was too blinded by what I perceived to be my
own duty.”
“Yes, there is another group. We’ve known about them for a while, but
we’re not sure exactly where they are or how many. I don’t know about
anything else that he was telling you. Listen to me though, I was blinded
by the idea that the ends justified the means. I was wrong. I think that the
reasons you left were good, but if you are going to start torturing, killing,
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and letting the ends justify your means…well, then you are really no
better than the Bishop or White.”
Emma stared at the man for a moment. She picked up her knife and
walked towards where he stood. Anne stepped between them.
“Ann, get out of my way.”
The girl looked at Emma for a moment and stepped aside. “Emma, if
you hurt him…”
Emma didn’t wait to hear what else Anne would say. She stepped up to
Smith and slashed the ropes which held his hands together.
“You’re a free man Smith. You can do what you want.” She turned and
started to walk out of the alley but turned back with one last thought.
“Oh, and one more thing. You’re right. The ends never justify the means.
Thank you for all you’ve done.”
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Chapter 3

Emma had two surprises to deal with when she awoke at first dawn. The
first was that Smith was still with them. It was he and Anne who
awakened her. She opened her eyes, hoping that this was not the
beginning of some counter revolution. She saw Smith first. He was
standing a few feet away from her. Next she became aware that Anne was
squatting beside her.
“Can’t a revolutionary get a little sleep around here?” Emma decided
that someone needed to bring a little levity to their surroundings and she
was just the person to do it.
Anne sat up, startled at the joke. “Emma, I’m sorry, but I need to talk
with you.”
Emma was relieved to hear that she still made the girl a bit nervous. It
meant she was still in power.
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“What do you need Kiddo?” She didn’t have to be psychic to know that it
had something to do with Smith. The girl either wanted to leave with him
or have him stay. She wondered which it would be.
“Well, I was wondering if, maybe, you might consider letting Hector,
umm that is Smith, umm, Emma, can he stay with us? Please.” Smith,
whose first name was apparently Hector, shuffled from one foot to the
other throughout the girl’s request.
Now he spoke. “I think I can be useful. I know that some of the women
don’t trust me, but really, I think I can help.” They both looked at her,
waiting for a reply.
Emma got up from her spot on the ground. Being the leader really made
things posh for her. Well, as posh as it was for anyone. “Tell me Smith,
what is a woman’s role?”
He didn’t hesitate. “Whatever she wants it to be. My mother was a
lawyer, my oldest sister runs, or ran rather, a company, and I’ve always
thought of women as capable of doing whatever it is they want to do.
Really.”
Emma believed him. “Can you take orders from a woman?”
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He actually laughed. “I’ve been doing it my whole life. I am the youngest
of five siblings. I am also the only boy. I can definitely take orders from a
woman.”
“What was it you did back in the real world Smith?” She had wondered
this before.
Anne answered. “He was an architect Emma, just like I was going to
be.”
Emma was about to give her permission for Smith to become the first
male in their tribe when Bella and Niev arrived. Both women were out of
breath and looked positively terrified.
Bella spoke first. “Emma, the Bishop, he’s gone!” Niev bobbed her head
in agreement.
Emma couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “What?” She turned on
Smith. “Where is he? You did this, didn’t you?”
Smith looked as surprised as Emma felt. He was either one hell of an
actor or he really didn’t know anything about this. Still, he was the prime
suspect. “I don’t, I didn’t…”
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Anne jumped to his defense. “Emma, he couldn’t have had anything to
do with it. He was with me all night.” They both looked slightly
embarrassed at the admission.
Now Niev spoke. “The girls that were watching him…”
Emma interrupted. “Are they alright? Did they go with him…?” She was
panicking, the power that he had demonstrated last night when he had
found himself again, the intensity, now this…she recognized that she was
shook up. Took a deep breath, determined not to interrupt any more, just
to listen.
Niev went on. “They’re all good girls Emma. None of them would have
let him go. They were keeping him separate from everyone else. We did
like you said, we doubled the guard on him. Just a little while ago, I was
surprised to find two of the girls I had assigned to watch him sitting
together and having what seemed to be a very pleasant conversation.”
The big redhead paused to take a breath.
“Did they tell you what happened? Why weren’t they still guarding him?
Go on.” Emma felt like she was missing something.

503

AUTHOR NAME

Niev kept talking. “That’s the thing Emma. We found all the girls that
were supposed to be watching him. None of them remember a thing.
They deny that they had anything to do with the Bishop. Emma, they’re
good girls, they wouldn’t have let him go.”
Bella spoke now. “Some of them were women I assigned because I
trusted them.”
Emma couldn’t take more of this. “So what are you saying? You think he
hypnotized them all or something? Bella, do you think it’s possible your
girls decided to get rid of him? I’m trying really hard to understand this.
Really, I am.”
They didn’t know. He was just gone. No one knew how or where. In a
way it was good, she hadn’t known exactly what to do with him. She
hadn’t felt like she could safely let him go, but at the same time he had
become more of a liability than an asset. None of her people had been
injured. In a way, it was the best possible situation. The problem was that
it meant that she couldn’t fully trust anyone anymore.
She turned to Smith. “You can stay. Don’t try to order anyone around.
Do what you’re told. Got it?”
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Now she turned to her lieutenants. “Get everyone up. We’re going to
head towards that river. You can make it known that we are heading
towards another group. If anyone asks, tell them we let the Bishop go.
Ann, find Patsy, tell her the same thing. We’ve got to find this other group
before we get caught by the fanatics behind us.”
They scattered to do as she told them. Emma tried not to think about
where the Bishop might be.
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Chapter 4

They moved quickly with the parklands forest on their left side and the
abandoned buildings of Purgatory on the right. Emma was more of a
wreck than she admitted to anyone. She felt the weight of responsibility
for all of these women. It wasn’t something that she carried lightly.
Worse, she didn’t know if her willingness to shoulder the burden of
leadership would be met with loyalty and appreciation or with bitterness
and betrayal.
She had organized them into columns before beginning to march. Four
long columns led by her four lieutenants. Smith was free to walk wherever
he liked. She noticed that he stayed close to Ann. Emma was sure that
that was at least partly because of the less than stellar welcome he had
received when he arrived the day before. Of course, it was obvious that
he liked the girl too.
Emma had done some shuffling around with the bulk of Ann’s group. It
was just too much for the girl to handle. Patsy took command of roughly
half after a few were placed with Niev and a few more with Bella. Emma
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wasn’t sure whether the best option was to put those she didn’t trust
among those she did or to keep them to themselves. She had always
believed in the bad apple spoiling the barrel, but she couldn’t risk isolating
them into a separate group.
Before they began marching she had spoken to all the assembled
women.
“Listen. First things first. I know some of you aren’t real sure what to call
me, I just want you to know not to call me Mother Emma. I’m nobody’s
mother. You women are all adults. You can call me Emma or if you have to
call me something else you can call me comrade, because that’s what we
are. We are comrades looking for as good a life together as we can find. If
any of you can’t stand to work with the rest of us anymore, you are
welcome to leave and do whatever you like. I wouldn’t recommend going
back to the Believers, but if you must, you must. However, if you want to
stay, you will need to work together. I have made a few women my
liaisons. They are also you’re comrades. If you have any issues or
situations, take it to the these women and they will bring it to me. Now is
there anyone that wants to leave us?”
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She had thought there would be a few. She had hoped it actually, but
none of them volunteered. In a way, it was better. There was safety in
numbers. As for the bad apples, well, maybe she was wrong about that.
“Let’s here it for Comrade Emma!” It was Niev who began the cheer. The
women were loud and excited.
She noted that even Smith was clapping. That night, her scouts again
found a secure area and they posted plenty of guards.
By afternoon the following day, they had followed the forest edge as it
brought them around to the West side of the island. Emma was surprised
to see what looked like a rainbow shimmering above a point that was still
several miles ahead of them. It was odd, there were no clouds in the sky.
In fact, the weather since they had arrived had been perfect for as far as
she could remember.
The rainbow mist became the point she aimed for. She figured from
there it would be a good idea to continue westward.
“Smith,” she called him over. “Have you heard about this? Know what it
is?” She pointed to the phenomenon. She hoped that his former duties
might have given him some information about what lay ahead of them.
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“Unfortunately Comrade, my duties took me to the southeast of the
Cathedral. I have no idea what lies this way. It is interesting, do you think
it might be important?” She got the sense that Smith was a little bit
nervous talking with her. He did seem to want to help though. That was
good.
“I don’t know. I hope so.” It was as good a beacon as any.
When they did come closer to it, Emma was amazed to find that it was a
stream. Not just any stream, a stream that plunged into a giant hole in the
ground and disappeared. They would stop here. She again sent scouts out
to find the best places for them to camp for the night.
Emma was neither upset nor surprised when the scouts returned to tell
her that they had found indications of people all over the area. Footprints,
the rough telltales of manufacturing, and even what appeared to be the
tracks of some sort of vehicle.
“Any sign of the people themselves?” She asked Bella who was relaying
the information to her from the scouts.
“Just signs that they are gone. It looks like they were heading the same
direction we want to go.”
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Emma thought about it for a minute and then replied. “Well, we can be
pretty sure it’s not the Believers. They wouldn’t have gotten ahead of us
so fast. We knew there were supposed to be people over here. Looks like
maybe we found em. Any ideas about where we should bivouac?”
Somehow, Emma had fallen into using all the military terms she had heard
in years of watching movies. The words were the only one’s that fit.
Camping just sounded a little too relaxing.
“We found one building that someone put a door on. The rest of them
are the usual. I don’t really like the idea of locking ourselves up. My
suggestion is that we sleep on the main road, post plenty of guards, and
move out early in the morning again.” Emma knew it was wrong, but she
had started thinking of Bella as part dog, able to smell out the best spots
with that big snout of hers. It was good the woman couldn’t read her
mind.
“Good work Comrade. We’ll do what you suggest.” Emma was thankful
that she didn’t have to make every decision. There was a difference
between making a decision and approving a decision. Some people never
understood that though.
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Chapter 5

It was a day filled with amazing revelations. Emma was certain that
discovery of the amazing falls alone would have marked the day in her
memory. However, then they had found evidence of humans. This was
also a first for her. It was proof that there were other people besides the
Believers. Not only that, but they seemed to have some sort of vehicle
that she had seen nothing like among the Bishop’s people.
Smith brought the next astounding piece of information. He had been
exploring the area, like many of them, but he had found something no
one else had. Among the throw offs that the group ahead of them had left
behind, Smith had found the remains of a fire. Under the cold ash on the
surface, the man had found hot coals still smoldering.
“How did you know to look?” she asked him.
“I saw a thin whiff of smoke and where there’s smoke, there’s usually
fire.” It made sense. Later she would come to think of the statement as
almost psychic in its implications. At the time however, she was more
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concerned with the conclusion it forced upon them. The people who had
left this place had not left that long ago. The smoldering coals, in fact
meant that they had probably left earlier the same day.
Knowing this led Emma to have her people search the area much more
thoroughly. She didn’t want to get caught by surprise if they weren’t
completely gone. Bella and the others assured her that they were gone.
Bella was even convinced that they hadn’t been there for that long.
“I’d say there are no more than ten of them. It looks like they probably
came from the woods, made what they needed here, and then they left.
Emma…I think we both know who these people probably are.” Once
again, Bella had sniffed out the solution to a mystery.
Emma nodded. “It makes sense. It’s the rest of the escapees. They came
straight through the forest, paused here, and are moving towards the
river and freedom. Didn’t the Bishop say that some of the prisoners had
come from this other group?”
Bella nodded. “It raises certain problems. We all know that they were
treated incredibly harshly. They were enslaved, beaten, hunted, killed,
raped, and worse. While that was going on, most of us were free to make
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an issue about it...and didn’t. Not in a way they would know about
anyway. If they reach these other people first…”
Emma saw where the woman was going. “It is likely that they may not
welcome us with open arms. Crap.” Emma had just realized what she
must look like to the escapees. She was the Bishop’s consort. Mother
Emma. The freaking Whore of Babylon. Her only hope was that Ben and
Nick had made it, that she would be able to convince them that she had
always intended to help them.
Now, here she sat with crucifying fanatics behind her and probably
some very pissed off former slaves ahead of her. She could expect that
the former slaves would prejudice whoever it was they were heading
towards against her. Certainly there was no going back. Her dreams of
creating a heavily armed matriarchy weren’t going to work out. She could
already sense the group around her beginning to splinter. The only thing
holding them together was the desire to reach another group.
There was only one choice. They had to move forward and they had to
do it fast enough that the new group wasn’t completely poisoned against
them. Even if she herself had to take the blame and go out on her own,
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maybe she could deliver these women from the evil of the Believers.
Forward. The only choice.
They had set up a Spartan camp in the streets near the falls. Most of the
women took the opportunity the nearby stream presented and bathed for
the first time since their wedding day. In the three days since the
women’s revolt, they had traveled fast through dusty roads, slept on the
ground, and done a great deal of very unladylike sweating. They were
filthy.
As the last light of day lit the sky to the west, Emma was reminded of
Smith’s words. Far in the distance, she could see a thin stream of smoke
curling into the sky. Judging from the blackness of the smoke against the
almost white light of the sky, she figured it was a fire that was meant to
be seen.
“Bella, do you see that?” Bella turned and looked towards the west.
“Um hmm,” she said, “and you know where there’s smoke, there’s
usually fire.”
“Let everyone know to get a good sleep tonight. In the morning, we
leave at the first sign of light. No breaks, no stops. We’re going straight to
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whoever is having that fire and I would say that they will certainly be
expecting someone, but maybe they’ll be surprised to find that it’s us.”
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Chapter 6

Even traveling as fast as they had, it took them all day to reach the fire
site. The fire was perhaps a mile off, straight ahead of them. Smith and
Bella had tried to persuade her that it would be better to approach the
fire from above or below the river, but Emma didn’t think it would matter.
They just didn’t have the time to spare. She estimated that there might be
an hour of daylight left, but judging by the huge column of smoke that
rose into the air ahead of them, there would be enough light to see if they
got there after dark.
No one but she, knew what she was planning. As such it was her burden
to bear and Emma didn’t feel as though she could allow anyone to see the
bundle of stress that she felt like inside. When her lieutenants asked what
she planned, she had told them that they were going to get close to the
fire, do reconnaissance, and then develop a plan. Now they were close to
the fire.
Emma gathered her troops and briefed her lieutenants.
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“Niev, Patsy, Ann. I want you three to stay here with most of the
women. Bella, you, me, and Smith,” despite her intentions, she had found
herself trusting the man more and more as they traveled. Part of it was
seeing the sincerity that he exuded in everything he did, another part was
that he was just a damn talented guy. “We’re going to go forward and try
to find out who we are dealing with. We don’t know how many of them
there are, who they are, what they want, or anything else. We need to
find out.”
It sounded plausible, even to her. She knew better though. No one
questioned her plan though. She didn’t think they suspected anything.
“You girls that are staying here. I want you to set a tight perimeter. Stay
quiet, no fires, try not to make any noise. I know that’s nearly impossible,
but it is essential. We should be back by the time its dark. I’d prefer to
think that the people ahead of us aren’t hostile, but it is possible. Sit tight.
Be prepared.”
“Emma?” It was Ann. “What do we do if…if…if you don’t come back? I
mean, should we attack them?”
Emma had thought about it. She didn’t have a plan. If she didn’t come
back that almost certainly meant that the people they were dealing with
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weren’t friendly. She was either dead or captured. If that was the case,
she didn’t see much point in beginning a war. If her plan didn’t work, she
didn’t think anything would.
“If we don’t come back, I want you to wait until morning and then I want
you to get out of here. I have a feeling the Believers aren’t far behind us
and despite what some of the women seem to think, they are not safe.
I’m sure they’ve seen this signal fire too and they’ll be heading this way. If
we aren’t back by morning, just move out quickly and don’t do anything
stupid. If these people are unfriendly, it serves them right to draw the
Believers right to them.”
It wasn’t really a plan, but it was something. She hoped that it wouldn’t
come to that.
“Okay…that’s about it then. We’ll see you soon.” Emma motioned to
Bella and Smith that they should go.
Anne rushed up to Emma and gave her a big hug. “Be careful Emma.” It
started a round of hugging among the women. None of them knew if they
would see each other again. Smith was also hugged, last but not least by
Ann, who also kissed him on the lips.
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“Come back,” she said to him.
“Don’t worry. We will.” Emma wished she shared the man’s confidence.
She was fairly certain that she wouldn’t be coming back though she hoped
that Smith and Bella would.
They stepped off towards the big fire while the women at the camp set
up a defensive perimeter.
They weren’t far out when Bella stepped next to Emma and whispered
to her. “I know what you are planning. I’d try to talk you out of it, but I
think it might be the only chance we have.”
Emma kept walking and said nothing. She had already learned it was
pointless to deny the truth to Bella. The woman could sense a false
statement from miles away. She was just glad that Bella was going to go
along with her.
When they came closer to the fire, Emma called a halt and briefed Smith
and Bella on what she needed them to know.
“Smith, I want you to approach from below them. Bella, you go to the
other side and come from above. No matter what you see, do not reveal
yourselves. Watch, listen, and don’t get caught. Got it?”
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They both agreed. Bella gave Emma’s arm an approving squeeze before
she headed off by herself. Emma was going to approach the fire straight
on.
She tried to move quietly and stay out of sight as she moved towards
where the fire burned. She could hear the sound of men’s voices and the
occasional moan of a woman. That didn’t seem to be a good sign.
Finally, she was able to peer around a tree and see two men sitting in
front of a fire. One of them, a big bearded man was leaning over a third
figure that lay between them. Emma could see what appeared to be an
arrow sticking from the leg of the woman. Emma wasn’t surprised to see
that the technology people had developed to kill one another was
improved upon almost daily.
She looked at the second man. It was Ben! He held the girl down while
the bearded man tried to extract the arrow from the girl between them.
The girl moaned again. It was the moment of truth for Emma. This was
her big moment.
She raised her hands and walked out from behind the tree. “Excuse me.
I really need to talk to the two of you.”
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Both men looked at her in shock. As she stepped out, she became
aware of several people that stepped out from the edges of the clearing
with arrows pointed at her. Maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea after
all.
The bearded man turned to Ben. “Is she one of yours?”
Ben shook his head. “No, she’s one of the Bishops…I think.”
It was at that moment that they all suddenly heard the sound of
screams. It was coming from behind Emma where she had left Anne and
the rest of the women. The screams were not those of panic so much as
those of war. They all stood listening to the sounds of men and women
fighting against one another. Behind them, the battle had begun.
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Chapter 7

So much for her plan. It had all seemed to be going just the way she
wanted it to. Damn, it seemed that it wasn’t just the best laid plans of
mice and men, but also the half baked plans of women that went oft
astray.
Emma stood there with arrows pointed at her. The two men had jumped
to their feet while the woman with the arrow in her had sat up and
yanked the arrow out of herself at Emma’s interruption. Emma noticed
several more bloody arrows lying next to her. The three of them and the
people holding the bows all looked at her as if they were waiting for some
sort of explanation for the cacophony that had risen behind her as if on
cue.
“I left my people behind me. Are they being attacked by your people?”
She supposed it was a logical question. She saw relief on both men’s
faces.
Ben spoke. “When you say your people, do you mean the Believers?”
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She wasn’t in a position of authority here with arrows pointed at her,
but she needed to know the answer to the question she had just asked.
“Sort of, are they being attacked by your people?” It was the bearded
man she was asking. She didn’t think that Ben’s handful of escapees were
capable of mounting an attack the size of what they heard behind them.
The bearded man looked around him at the people in the clearing. “We
had no idea you were here. I think it’s safe to say that my people aren’t
involved in this. Who are you?”
The sounds behind them had risen and appeared to be coming closer.
“Listen, I’m sorry to interrupt your big campfire, but if that isn’t your
people attacking us, then it must be the Believers and that means that
we’re all in trouble.”
Ben moved towards her with confusion on his face. “Wait a minute. I
thought your people were the Believers? I know this might not seem to be
the best time, but you better explain things. From the sounds of it,
whoever that is, is moving closer.”
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There was no doubt about that. The noise was definitely getting closer
and that meant the battle was too. There was no way around it though,
she needed to explain things. Quickly.
“Okay. In a nutshell, here goes. The Bishop tried to marry off all the
women and turn them into sex slaves a few days ago. Most of us didn’t
like that idea. We revolted and took the Bishop hostage. Then we locked
up the men and the women who didn’t want to come with us, freed all
the slaves, and fled. One of the slaves we freed, a man called White,”
Emma saw shock on Ben’s face. She kept going. “He took over the
Believers. He has been pursuing us with the intention of literally crucifying
me and the Bishop. It must be he and the other Believers who are
attacking all my women behind us. We saw your fire, had heard that there
was another group, and my plan was to beg you to take in all the women
even if you refused to take me. We didn’t know they were so close.”
Ben moved closer to her. “Did you say White? A rangy looking guy with
close set eyes? He wasn’t a slave. He’s the Believer that I was telling you
about Bridger, he’s the guy who murdered Jennifer. You say he’s in charge
now?”
Emma nodded. The pieces were starting to click together.
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Bridger, the bearded man motioned to his people to lower their bows.
“What about the Bishop? Is he still back there? You came forward alone?”
Emma hoped they would believe her. “He escaped several days ago. We
don’t know how. He just vanished. I came alone.”
“Except for me.” She turned and saw Smith step from the Bushes. His
hands were raised and he moved to where Emma stood.
“And me.” Bella emerged from the other side.
The sounds of the battle behind them suddenly began to fade. Not like
the battle was drifting away, but more like the battle had ended.
“Sometimes, I really hate convergence.” Ben said it and Emma couldn’t
agree more. Convergence was sometimes a real son of a bitch.
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Book 11: The End of the Beginning
Chapter 1

Things happened fast that was for sure. Ben looked at the three
newcomers to the clearing. Emma probably would have been filled with
arrows as a result of her stunt if Ben and Leah hadn’t of arrived fifteen
minutes earlier. As it was Leah had been lucky. The arrows, with the
exception of the one in her leg hadn’t gone in too far. He looked at her
and saw that she had yanked out the last one on her own. She was one
hell of a woman. Ben figured Bridger was a lucky man to have her.
Bridger himself, once he realized he had just had the woman he might
love filled with arrows proved himself to be every bit as great as Leah had
represented him to be. While he and Ben tried to perform arrow
extraction on Leah, he had given Ben the okay to merge his group into
Bridger’s. It turned out that hoping to find Leah had been part of Bridger’s
motivation in building the signal in the first place. Someone he trusted a
great deal had suggested it. Ben was hoping to find out more and that was
when Emma showed up.
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As Ben recalled, the first time Emma had come into his life she had
brought a pack of vicious dogs behind her that had killed his friend Vlad
and eventually led to Ben himself becoming a slave of the Believers while
Emma had apparently become some kind of Lady of the Manor. Despite
that, he was almost happy to see her. At least until he heard the war start
behind her.
“Can we trust her?” Bridger was asking Ben. The two men had felt a
nearly instant camaraderie. It was a meeting of equals.
“I don’t think we really have a choice,” he answered. “As a matter of
fact, I think it might be best for all concerned if we were to gather up your
troops and get the hell out of here. Seems to me this fire of yours is
drawing a lot more than you bargained for.”
Emma and the two that had come with her listened until they heard
this.
“Please, you’ve got to help us. You don’t know what those men are
capable of. We left a lot of good women back there and they are going to
be treated worse than you can imagine if White has captured them.”
Emma plead her case looking from Bridger, to Ben, to the dozen people
that held their bows nervously. “Ben, Anne is back there and…”
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Bridger interrupted. “Look, I don’t know how many people are back
there, I don’t know who came out on top, and I don’t think it’s fair to ask
my people to sacrifice themselves in a battle that isn’t theirs to begin
with. From what you’ve been telling us, this is a war of Believer against
Believer and it’s none of our business. Ben’s right, we need to get back to
the other side of the river and deal with whoever comes out on top from
there. Ben, how far is the rest of your group?”
They had all grown uneasy in the unnatural silence that had followed
the sounds of the battle behind them. Now, that silence was broken.
“Hello the fire.” Ben recognized the voice. It was White.
It had gotten dark as the events of the day had reached a crescendo
and now White came striding into the firelight as if he were coming
among friends. He smiled broadly at everyone as he looked around and
even motioned at the people holding the bows that they should lower
their arrows. None of them did.
“I couldn’t help overhearing a little bit of your conversation from over
there.” As White spoke, Ben instinctively moved away from the man. He
was the personification of evil. “I think it’s a fine idea that ya’ll mind your
own business and we’ll tend to ours.” Ben noted that the man carried a
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book. From the looks of it, it was a bible. Normally, Ben might not have
noticed such a thing in circumstances this bizarre, but he had become
accustomed to the idea that there was no printed matter here and so it
caught his attention.
“I want y’all to understand that all that racket you probably heard a
while ago, it was a sort of internal situation. A religious disagreement, if
you get my drift. I’d just like to let ya’ll know that we done settled our
dif’rences now.” He laughed. “Turns out a lot of them womenfolk weren’t
so anxious to live in the kind of lesbian commune that this one here was
trying to force on em.” He motioned towards Emma with his thumb.
White looked around and picked out Bridger as the guy in charge.
“Looks like you’re kinda the head honcho round here.” He held out his
hand and stepped towards Bridger. “I’m Rudy White. Folks just call me
White.”
Bridger made as if he was going to shake the man’s hand, but Ben
spoke. “Bridger. Don’t. Don’t go near him. The man is poison.”
White scowled at Ben. “Is that right? Is that what you think? Listen here
friend. I saw you up in them trees. Don’t think I don’t recognize you. I saw
you hiding like a chicken in the bushes. I know you may have formed a
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sort of bad opinion of me and I want to show you that you’re wrong. See,
we got us a little problem I think we might be able to help each other
with.”
“Now, lookee here Mr. Bridger. See, in the process of reuniting our little
family, we had us that little skirmish y’all probably heard a while ago. A
few people died and well, we had to disarm a few very angry ladies. The
way I figure it, they’re gonna be nothing but trouble for us, but they
might’n like it if we was to let em come with you. Now, I know you got
these folks here with the bows and arrows, and that you probably got a
bunch more over on that other side of the river. The thing is, the way I see
it, you don’t have many more of ‘em on this side. You see what I’m saying
here?”
Bridger said nothing. Ben was pretty sure that White was correct.
Bridger had left most of his people in the town they were building across
the river. He hadn’t expected to get involved in a god damn war. The guy
had only wanted to rescue his girlfriend.
White went on. “Now, I ain’t really the kind of guy that likes to take
advantage. After all, the good book here, it says to love thy neighbor,
right? And ain’t that what we is? Just neighbors that live on dif’frent sides
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of the river. So listen here, Mr. Bridger, here’s what I’m offering ya. I got
several hundred very riled up men back there that are still looking for a
fight. The womenfolk ran better than they fought. I also got prob’ly forty
or fifty women that don’t seem to want to go back home with us. What
say you and I, we make us a trade?”
Bridger was cautious. “A trade? What kind of trade?”
White smiled even bigger like a used car salesman trying to close a deal.
“Okay, you give me her and him.” He pointed to Smith and Emma. “I got
me some business to settle with those two. And in return, I’ll give you all
them women we don’t want. Then, all ya’ll just swim across that river
back there and mind your own business. You stay on your side and I’ll stay
on mine. Fair enough?”
Bridger was silent for a moment while he thought. “And if I refuse?”
White gave that big gap tooth grin again. “Well, that would be just
stupid. If you refuse, not only are we gonna be forced to kill them
problem women, but I’m also gonna bring all my men here and we’re
gonna kill you and everyone here. Then, I imagine, we’ll have to figure out

531

AUTHOR NAME

what to do about the rest of your people. I imagine it might become a
problem. But there ain’t no need for all of that. We got a deal?”
“Take the deal. Just take it.” It was Emma who was speaking now. “He’ll
do it. Those girls don’t deserve to die, maybe I do, I don’t know, I led them
here. It’s my fault and I’ll take the consequences. Just take the deal.”
“How do I know you’ll keep your end of things?” Bridger asked White.
“Well, I wouldn’t lie with my hand on the good book, would I?” Ben was
pretty sure the man was capable of it since he had already seen him doing
much worse.
“Done. Send the women to us.”
White shook his head. “Uh-uh. Sorry Capt’n. first you and your people
go. We’ll send the women after you.” White pressed his advantage. “Oh,
and leave them fancy bows and arrows behind. Y’all better get going.”
Ben realized that Bridger didn’t really have a choice. White had them.
Victory was his. Ben watched as Bridger’s people laid down their
weapons. He was going to be okay, his people were going to be okay, but
somehow he felt like he had just lost the most important battle of his life.
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The fire flared up and a huge yell erupted from the dark woods around
the clearing. Ben could see hundreds of people, men and women, moving
closer around them. It was the Believers.
“I ordered you people to stay behind. What are you doing here? Go
back.” They didn’t seem to listen as White tried to tell them what to do.
The circle closed in tighter and a tall figure broke from the ranks and
moved towards White.
“It’s him. Get him. It’s the Antichrist.” White continued to scream out
orders as the Bishop approached. No one acknowledged him.
There was nowhere any of them could go. They were completely
surrounded by the Believers and the Bishop appeared to be back in
control.
Ben moved backwards where he, Bridger, Leah, Bridger’s archers,
Emma, and her two companions all huddled in a tight circle. They didn’t
have a chance.
The Bishop motioned towards the outer circle and Richard came
forward with two men. They were carrying a large cross.
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Using his other hand, the Bishop motioned a group of men forward. He
stepped up to White who held the Bible before him.
“Be gone Satan!” White shouted.
The Bishop snatched the bible from his hands. “I believe this is mine.” He
motioned to the men on either side of him. “Crucify him.”
While they set about the task he had set them, the Bishop turned and
came towards the minority group clustered in the middle.
“Emma, while it would give me great pleasure to do the same to you,
unfortunately, I would have another rebellion on my hands if I did.”
“Where did you come from? Where were you?” She had to know.
“I was with you the entire time. More women than you suspected
regretted leaving. The women you posted as guards thought you might
have me killed. They let me go. I followed you and each night while you
slept, I plotted my counter rebellion. As I said though, a number of
women remain loyal to you, even if they would rather be with us.”
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“But the battle, we heard the battle. How did you take control of the
men?” Ben needed to know, it couldn’t have been fake. It had sounded
far too real.
The Bishop looked at Ben. “I almost feel as if I owe you an apology. Or a
thank you. You have helped me in more ways than you know. The battle
was real. There were a few casualties, but you had to know that my
people would not massacre each other at the order of a madman. They
are and always have been my flock. They were simply awaiting my
return.” Ben wasn’t so sure that they weren’t all mad.
“What about the women White spoke of? The prisoners…what do you
intend to do with them?” Ben had to give Emma credit. She had been and
still was willing to sacrifice herself for her people.
The Bishop turned to her again. “Yes, we have them.” His statement was
emphasized by the horrific screams of White as Richard and the Bishop’s
men pounded wooden stakes through White's hands and feet and into
the heavy crucifix. “It was nice of him to bring crosses with him, don’t you
think? Did I mention there are two?”
The Bishop smiled at the refugees.
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Bridger stepped forward. “What will you do with us?”
“You must be Bridger. I’ve heard a lot about you. The Lord works in
mysterious ways, Brother. I had thought you an enemy, but it turns out
that the real enemy was within my own house.” He looked to where
White was struggling on the cross that lay on the ground. Several men
were digging a hole next to him. No one paid attention to his pleas.
“The Lord is merciful and so am I. I am going to let you go. All of you.”
Ben was shocked. Judging by the silence around him, so was everyone
else. The Bishop went on.
“Listen well and hopefully this will be the last time that we ever see each
other.” The Bishop cleared his throat. “Waiting outside of this circle are a
number of women that have chosen not to stay with the Believers. There
may be more men and women. I want you to leave now. Take them with
you. Cross the river and return to your people. In the morning, my people
and I will return to our Cathedral. We will leave behind those who do not
wish to be a part of what we are building. I realize now that we cannot
force those who are not Believers to become them. If you must come to
this side of the river, do not pass the forest. The forest and everything
east of it is ours. Now, go.”
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As the Believers stood White upright on his cross; Ben, Emma, Smith,
Bella, Leah, Bridger, and all of Bridger’s people filed out of the circle of
Believers. White’s screams followed them. As the Bishop had promised,
many of the women waited for them outside beyond the fire. There was a
joyful yet sad reunion between Emma and a woman named Niev. Niev
brought the news of those who had died, among them a woman named
Patsy. Ben was glad to see Anne who rushed to Smith and embraced him.
Ben led them to where Abdullah, Sutreyu, Pitfall and the others were
waiting anxiously.
Abdullah’s boat worked almost as well as he had hoped. It had to be
bailed almost constantly, but using it and the long coils of rope from the
wagon’s wheels they were able to create a sort of ferry that they used to
transport everyone to Bridger’s side of the river.
They worked for as long as it took, hoping that the Bishop wouldn’t
change his mind and attack them. Finally, with everyone on the safe side
of the river and the boat dragged far up the shore. They found a sheltered
place and Ben fell fast asleep.
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Epilogue

Ben found himself looking upward towards the Heavenly City and the
temple of Guanyin. He wondered what mysteries would be explained
there. As he climbed up the steps he looked at each word engraved as a
character in each step. They still made no sense to him as he climbed. He
could find no way to put them in any sort of order or meaning.
Apple, eyes, road, mist, triangle, milk. They made no more sense than
the events he had recently witnessed in the waking world. Had they really
just been saved by the Bishop? He had thought the man completely evil
and yet, in the final moments, he had actually seen the Bishop give them
more than White had offered. Ben had been sure that White had
intended to kill them all, regardless of what he said. He had seen the man
kill an innocent woman in cold blood. He had been planning on crucifying
Emma.
Ben shuddered as he remembered the man’s screams as the stakes
went through this hands and feet. He had felt no joy in the torturing of
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White. He had told all of his companions. They had all been horrified
except Freya who he had heard mutter the words “Good. Bastard
deserved it.” Perhaps she remembered more than they thought she did.
Ben lifted his legs one after the other as he climbed up the randomly
marked steps. The gate came faster than he had thought it would. On the
other side he could see narrow dirt streets filled with people and carts
that carried caged birds, fruit, and other items. He hadn’t expected that
there would actually be a city at the top of the mountain. Where had all of
these people come from.
Ben prepared himself to step through the gate as he neared it. He was
only a few steps away from it when a voice commanded him.
“Stop.”
The figure ahead of him wore a full shawl and a heavy hood. He couldn’t
make out any features under the shadows of the cowl. The voice was
neither male nor female and seemed to speak inside his head.
“Why do you wish to enter the Heavenly City?”
Ben wasn’t sure that he knew the answer. That of course, was the
answer.
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“I want to know the answers.” He said.
“Which answers are those?” the figure asked him.
“Who are you?” Ben asked.
“I am the Keeper of the Third Gate. What are the questions you seek
answers to?”
Ben didn’t know if this was a test. He had no idea what was expected of
him. “What is the meaning of the symbols on each step?” he asked.
Laughter. “The symbols represent change. With each step there is
change. Just as each step represents a specific change, life is also a series
of never ending changes. I am surprised, though not entirely displeased
that you ask such questions. Haven’t you only recently seen that things
are not often what you thought they were? Haven’t you seen that things
change?”
Ben thought of the many changes he had gone through. From printer to
inventor to slave to leader. He thought of the way he had thought he
understood people only to learn that he hadn’t understood them at all.
He had thought Vlad was a cringing coward. He had thought Sutreyu a
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young woman. He had thought Adam his friend and Emma a traitor. Yes.
Change every step of the way.
It raised another question in him. “But if everything is in a state of
change how can one have faith? How can you believe in anything if you
are in a constant state of doubt?”
The figure sat on the steps beyond the gate. “Hmm. This is a better
question. The answer is complicated but perhaps I can explain this in
terms you will understand. Doubt is the tool that one uses to explore
one’s faith. If I told you a glowing ember would not burn you, would you
believe me?”
Ben thought about it. “No offense, but I would probably need to check
for myself.”
“Okay, you checked and it was not hot. Let’s say that I hand you a
hundred glowing embers and you checked each one and found I told the
truth. Would you believe me when I handed you the next one?”
Ben answered quickly. “Yes. Probably.”
More laughter. “Do you see how doubt builds faith? And yet, the coal
might be hot. All things change.”
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Ben was confused. “Do you mean I shouldn’t trust you?”
“No. I mean to show that if we have no doubt we can have no faith. Do
you understand?”
Ben nodded. “I think so. But what does any of this have to do with
getting through the third gate?”
More laughter. “Nothing at all. Do you have more questions?”
Ben considered whether to ask his next question. “Who are the whales
and why did they rescue us? What do they want?”
No laughter this time. “Well, that is a question. You were all going to
die.”
Ben said nothing.
“We saw that there still might be a chance that you could achieve your
purpose.”
Now Ben spoke. “You’re one of them.”
“I’m not, not one of them.”
“What do you, they want?”
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“We want you to create a perfect human society.”
Ben was frustrated. “So why would you bring people like the Bishop and
White?”
The Keeper of the Third Gate threw back her hood. It was Sutreyu.
“Faith and doubt Ben. Change. Things that are not challenged do not
change. They rot.” Now she spoke out loud in the voice he recognized as
hers.
“Sutreyu? Who are you? Why am I here?”
She motioned for him to come through the gate. “Come into the
Heavenly City Ben. We have a lot to talk about before you wake up.”
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