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Henry and Life-Swipe 

 

ñDonôt fuck this up,ò Henry whispered to himself. 

Henry Underhill, a graduate of the CSKU 

Academy for Advanced Engineering, and yet most days 

he felt like a chump. He clapped his hands together; he 

winced at the sting and watched the spit of sweat fly off 

in all directions.  

This was his first class ticket to be free of Rita. Her 

name ebbed into him, like water through a crack in the sea 

wall. The dismal feeling pulled him toward a dark 

sinkhole at the centre of his living room. He liked the idea 

of his sinkhole; it was full of things that couldn't hurt him, 

things he was the master of, books to read, games to win. 

No Rita. No heart-pounding chaos.  

He sighed. He loved the heart-pounding chaos.  

He took a big gulp of water and a final look around 

his apartment. Tidy, nothing embarrassing, but enough 

knick-knacks to spark conversation. 



He flicked his holoprojectors on and the room lit  

up. A beautiful blue light filled his home, and then 

overlaid a waiting room in a fancy hotel in perfectly 

replicated 3D. 

ñJust ask questions,ò Henry said to himself. 

His brother had done this a thousand times and had 

been coaching Henry for weeks.  

ñDon't compare anyone to Rita.ò  

The waiting room turned green. 

ñWelcome, Henry Underhill,ò the host of the 

waiting room said.  

No projection, a bodiless but pleasant voice.  

ñYour premium membership enables you access 

to the best Life-Swipe has to offer. We have matched you 

with several women based on your biometric data and 

preference settings. Relax, enjoy the dates, and remember: 

you've got five minutes per date. If you donôt like, swipe! 

Have fun, Henry.ò 

Henryôs room then split. Half, his room; the other 

half of the room lit  up with a strangerôs living room. Neat 

and tidy too, bookshelves, paintings on the wall. Henry 

relaxed. 



ñOh, hi,ò said the projection of a woman beamed 

into the room.  

Curly red hair, cool green eyes with a big bright 

necklace; she looked like she was ready for a night at the 

opera. He saw from her quick facts file she was two 

months older than him, and liked the same music.  

ñSo. Five minutes,ò she said softly. 

ñYeah, what can you do in five minutes?ò Henry 

laughed weakly. 

ñI beg your pardon?ò 

ñI mean, you know, five minutes is no time at all. 

You have to get right into it, don't you?ò 

ñRight into what?ò 

ñConversation.ò 

ñOh sure! Sorry, for a second I thought you'd come 

to the wrong kinda dating site.ò 

ñI hope not. So let's get down to it!ò 

ñSeriously? You want that kinda date? I'm not that 

person.ò 

ñWhat? I'm confused. Iôm not here for a sex ...ò 

SWIPE. 

ñRight,ò said Henry. ñFucked that up then.ò 



ñSorry Henry,ò said the host voice as the 

projection flicked back to the waiting room. ñWould you 

like feedback?ò 

ñSure,ò he said nervously. 

ñYour feedback is, óI think he was after a sex 

lineô.ò 

ñThanks,ò said Henry. He reached for the red wine 

as the program loaded another strangerôs room. 

ñNo sex line stuff Henry,ò he said to himself. 

SWIPE. 

ñOh come on,ò said Henry as he flung his arms in 

the air in irritation. ñYou should let me know thereôs 

someone listening!ò 

ñSorry, Henry,ò the host said. ñWould ...ò 

ñNo, letôs go again.ò 

A new room begun to load. 

ñHello?ò said a bodiless voice. The voice had 

loaded before the room. 

ñHey, how are you?ò 

ñGood, thanks!ò 

The image loaded in. She sat beside a piano, legs 

neatly crossed, hands in her lap. A subtle smile. 



ñWow, piano! Do you play?ò said Henry. A surge 

of excitement begun to tingle in his chest. 

ñSure do!ò 

ñNot a musical bone in my body unfortunately.ò 

He held his arms up in mock surrender. 

ñCome on, I donôt believe it!  A few lessons and 

you'll be flying!  What do you do in your spare time?ò 

ñIn my spare time, I é err, I work.ò 

ñWhat do you work on?ò 

ñYou know é the reduction of friction on rail 

lines is my pet project. Quantum rail, it's gonna be a 

revolution.ò 

ñHa! You're funny! What do you really work on?ò 

ñSometimes I work on ... data? Oh, and I like 

chess-boxing!" His voice raised, like his statement was a 

question. Then silence squeezed him. 

"I  see. Sorry, no offence, you seem nice. Good 

luck." 

SWIPE. 

ñOkay, pause!ò Henry sat down. Gulped his red 

wine. The waiting room music kicked in, sounds of the 

ocean. 



ñOh no, please change the music, the ocean is the 

last thing I need to hear.ò The room played soft jazz. He 

stared out of his window at the other skyscrapers, the sky 

was charcoal and went on forever. He scratched his slowly 

balding head.  

ñI could quit,ò he whispered to himself. ñFuck it, 

let's get on with it!ò He stood up, poured another wine. 

ñPlay!ò 

The soft jazz stopped instantly, the next room 

looked interesting. Lots of antique furniture. 

ñHi. Iôm Erika.ò Erika waved. Curvy, with a broad 

smile and long hair. 

ñHello, Henry here.ò He smiled back. 

He cringed at himself. óHenry here, who says that? 

Move on quickly.ô His internal monologue louder than 

usual. 

ñWell,ò she paused, ñthis is awkwardò. 

ñI know. How are you? How was your day?ò 

ñMy day was good thanks, yours?ò 

ñGreat.ò 

ñGreat.ò 

ñNice furniture.ò Henry took a deep breath. 



ñThanks.ò 

ñCollector?ò 

ñNot really. Lucky I guess. My dad works for the 

Government and they give this stuff away.ò 

ñDo you work in government too?ò asked Henry. 

ñSure do! I'm in the Ministry for Social 

Wellbeing.ò 

ñHow is it?ò Henry took a sip of wine. óThis is 

going great, apart from her job.ô  

He checked the clock; his longest date yet. 

ñIt's good, you know, hard work. Lots of red tape 

and endless processes. Especially when a lot of these 

people don't know what's best for them.ò 

ñYou mean the people whose country we live in 

don't know what's best for them?ò 

ñYes, the Government only wants a rich and 

prosperous Kingdom.ò 

ñThe Government wants a rich and prosperous 

Kingdom?ò repeated Henry. He couldnôt hide is mocking 

tone. 

ñYouôre not a bleeding heart left winger, are you?ò 



ñAnd youôre not an unfeeling right wing robot, are 

you?ò 

SWIPE.  

Henry sucked in air, unsure who swiped first.  

ñHenry,ò the host said, ñyou swiped away.ò 

ñYes!ò Henry gloated. 

ñWould you like to give feedback?ò 

ñYour politics suck.ò 

ñYour feedback will  be provided.ò 

Henryôs heart was racing. ñIôm getting the hang of 

this,ò he said and nodded.  

ñLeft wing. I'm not a bleeding heart. There's good 

and bad in the world, you gotta ...ò 

ñSorry, am I interrupting?" the next date laughed. 

ñYou sound like you just got out of a bad date?ò 

Henry hadn't noticed the date loading in. 

ñSorry about that.ò 

ñWhat happened?ò she asked. 

Henry took a quick glance at her fact file. 

Clementine, thirty-two years old, loves horror movies. His 

self-esteem felt like it was in a horror movie, but he liked 



the sound of her voice. He took a deep breath and decided 

to keep talking.  

ñWe got into politics.ò 

ñOuch! That's not five-minute date material.ò 

ñI know. We made snap judgments of each other, 

and I'm annoyed she read me entirely wrong.ò 

ñHow did she read you?ò 

ñShe thought I was a bleeding heart. I work at the 

Long Rail; I have to make hard choices, evicting people 

from their homes for the greater good. Firing lazy workers 

to send a message that we've got deadlines to meet, so the 

rest of the workforce bucks up to meet deadlines. Itôs all 

to set up long-term prosperity for the masses. I mean, 

thereôs a food war brewing in the north with the Chinese, 

thereôs a creaking sea wall keeping us all dry for god 

knows how much longer. I have to make tough choices or 

a lot of us are in a lot of trouble. When I've got a job to do 

and a direction to take to do the best possible thing I can 

do ð I'll  do it, and I don't mind breaking a few eggs to get 

there.ò 

ñFeel better now?ò 



ñYes I do, thanks. How about you? I just spilled 

my guts, want to play too?ò 

ñI'm sure you think you are doing the right thing, 

but I don't agree with the Long Rail and its methods; the 

way it bulldozes through communities with no care.ò 

ñWe do care. We work hard at caring and if the 

Long Rail wasn't here, and didn't keep expanding, the 

Kingdomôs infrastructure would never get what little food 

stock it has to the people that need it most; we wouldn't 

get the parts needed for the sea wall and Tusita would 

collapse.ò 

ñTusita is a prison full  of murderers, so I don't 

really care about it collapsing. I care about the people in 

this country and you are far too ruthless.ò 

ñBut it's for the greater good.ò 

SWIPE. 

ñGod alive!ò Henry held his head in his hands. 

ñQuit, quit now.ò The holoprojectors faded away.  

The host talked again. ñHey Henry, here's your 

stats. Your longest date was two minutes, thirty-four 

seconds and your compatibility score declined ninety 

points. Maybe time to check your preferences.ò 



  



 

 

Channary and the polar bear 

 

ñHey kids, do you know what these are?ò 

Channary tapped the reinforced plastic, then 

adjusted her Kingdom Zoo Park uniform that rode up 

around her waist. She'd asked for a medium but they'd 

given her an ill -fitting small. 

They shrugged. A few blinked. 

ñThey're boring,ò said one kid. 

ñActually, theyôre polar bears.ò She turned away 

from the western brats and their rude parents to watch a 

bear struggle on its fake iceberg.  

ñTheyôre supposed to be,ò she whispered.  

But in reality, the largest Antarctic recreation in 

the world was a pathetic imitation. Channary knew the last 

true polar bear had died thirty years ago. The Kingdom 

Zoo Park's óresurrection projectô had achieved mixed 

results with the animals that now resided in it. The 

meerkats were almost perfect; one hundred percent 



adorable but vicious. Unlike their predecessors, these 

polar bears looked and moved like large sloths. Channary 

slumped. The kids always hated this part of the tour. This 

is when they upgraded to full brat status. 

ñWho wants to learn about these amazing 

animals?ò  

She strained the perky tone; it hurt the back of her 

throat.  

The barang did not care. ñHow about where we 

are? We are standing on one of the Kingdom's greatest 

achievements. This is the largest sea wall in the world and 

we were able to dam part of it to create the polar bearôs 

natural habitat.ò 

ñSo polar bears are in their natural habitat, under 

the thirty-five degree heat of the tropic sun?ò one of the 

parents piped up at the back. 

Channaryôs eyebrows raised instinctively. Usually 

the parents donôt listen. It seemed this group only listened 

to heckle. The barang laughed with the other parents. 

They all had faces like clenched fists.  



ñThese genetically modified polar bears are a 

prime example of the Kingdomôs commitment to 

conservation,ò she continued on with her speech.  

Three times a day she delivered the same speech. 

The barang were distracted as the sloth bear tried to pick 

its head off the floor and got stuck on a large rock.  

ñOur polar bears live ...ò Now she was sure no-one 

was listening. ñThe polar bears live in a small section of 

the sea wall and the sea wall protects us all from the ocean. 

The ocean that invaded your countries, as you've invaded 

mine.ò 

The kids giggled as the polar bear tripped over its 

own feet and fell into the water. 

ñRight, shall we move on?ò she asked.  

No response. Damn western refugees. Only the 

rich had survived the initial exodus to the Kingdom. The 

Khmer had a long rich history of mastering water, and 

here, as the oceans rose, Cambodia led the way in ocean 

defenses. And so Cambodia expanded to become the 

Kingdom, and now its borders reached India and China. It 

became the Promised Land for the rich, so they invaded 



with bribed officials and fake visas, and now Channary 

served them. 

She sighed and blinked a notice to the group. 

Within seconds, the notice was delivered by augmented 

reality and at once, they shuffled forward like zombies 

through the exit of the Antarctic Expedition Adventure.  

Channary glanced back at the polar bear enclosure 

as the miserable creature finally clambered back onto its 

iceberg. 

The all-glass elevator down to the ground 

provided Channary with her favorite part of the tour. The 

magnificent view, six stories high across the city of 

Phnom Penh, the pearl of Asia; a city rich with history, 

people and tuk-tuks, and the capital of the Kingdom. 

She stared out at the spires of a thousand pagodas 

all glinting in the fire of the sunset. As the year passed 

Channary, she examined the cityôs transformation from 

the sea wall. The greenery of the New Year chewed away 

by the brown and grey of residential developments. She 

glanced left to see several crews working maintenance. If 

the wall cracked now, it wouldnôt be a total catastrophe; 



however, the monsoon loomed a month away and every 

year the sea rose a little further. 

Channary led the group through several secure 

doors and into a dark hall with plastic jungle plants jutting 

out. She hacked with her fake machete, pretending to chop 

a clear path for the kids until they emerged into the Open 

Jungle Experience. 

ñSo kids, do you know what these are?ò Channary 

tapped the re-enforced plastic, a habit she couldn't break. 

ñLions!ò The group of twenty children screamed. 

ñThatôs right. They used to be the king of the 

jungle, and now they are endangered. Does anyone know 

what that means?ò Her shit-eating grin hurt and slid off 

her face.  

The kids all stared blankly at each other, then a 

few blinked furiously. 

ñHey, no cheating.ò Channary called out. ñNo 

Troposphere, please.ò  

The kids ignored her, like they always did. When 

presented with any sort of challenge, they used the 

augmented reality of the Troposphere to access anything 



they needed with minimal effort. She saw the same 

entitled western climate refugees do it all the time.  

ñIt means thereôs not many left,ò said one kid as 

he stopped blinking. 

ñYes, correct!ò She was certain if  the privileged 

parents took the time to notice her, theyôd see straight 

through her fake smile. 

ñIs that because theyôre stupid?ò asked a little girl 

in an outfit that would easily cost a month of Channary's 

wages. 

ñNo, itôs because éò She paused and considered 

what sheôd like to say, versus what she had to say. She 

wanted to say, ñBecause horrible people like your mum 

and dad plundered the planet like a video gameò. ñItôs 

because bad people hunted them, and the sea rose, so the 

lions lost their home,ò she said. 

She turned away from the kids and stared into the 

enclosure to roll her eyes. She caught her dim reflection 

in the plastic, pushed her dark hair behind her ears and 

wiped the sweat off her forehead. She needed this day to 

be over. The Pchum Ben festival begun at 4am and she 



wanted to get home and sleep before then. She looked up 

and left, to access her Troposphere clock display. 5pm.  

ñTick ruddy tock,ò she whispered aloud. She took 

a deep breath through her nose and turned back to the kids 

to continue.  

ñThe good news is the Kingdom Zoo has a great 

breeding program and we have lots of lovely cubs.ò  

She didnôt add the fact all the bears were inbred.  

ñOh and look, here come Putin and Hillary. Look, 

theyôre walking right toward us.ò She couldn't hide her 

excitement. She loved é most animals, and all the travel 

restrictions meant sheôd probably never see any wild 

animals outside of a cage. 

The lions padded slowly toward them. Putin 

glancing to his mate. The kids giggled. ñLook miss,ò said 

one of the brats, ñI put your face on the lion.ò The brat 

shared his feed with the group. He had indeed taken a 

photo of Channary, cropped it and loaded it in the 

Troposphere. Hillary the lion now had Channaryôs head. 

Then all the kids were doing it. Putting each otherôs heads 

on the lions. Channary wondered if this generation and 

their use of the Troposphere would lead to an all-out 



collapse in human intelligence. She blew air out of the 

corner of her mouth. This stepping stone job had stretched 

on far too long, but she knew unemployment lingered at a 

ten year high.  

óCould be worse,ô she thought. 

Then Putin turned and bit into Hillaryôs neck. 

Sunk his teeth with all his might. It took a few seconds, 

but when the blood came, it was relentless. The kids 

shrieked. In their augmented reality view of the world, 

their friendsô heads were now gushing blood.  

Zoo keepers rushed into the jungle pen, jumping 

over logs and through thick bushes. One keeper took aim 

and fired his dart gun too quickly. The dart shot past Putin 

and into the plastic in front of the kids. Their screaming 

doubled.  

The second shot hit Putinôs neck. He let Hillary go 

and sprinted for the keepers who turned and ran. Quickly, 

Putinôs legs gave way and he crashed head-first into a tree. 

Hillary lay on the grass, barely moving, blood pouring 

downhill to the viewing window.  

Channary's eyes widened; a cold shiver ripped up 

her back. She held her stomach as nausea took her. She 



turned slowly to the kids, who had now all fallen silent, 

gawking with open mouths. Her manager ran toward their 

group and made a gesture to end the tour immediately. 

Channary stared at her group. She slowly closed her 

mouth and gulped, her throat dry. ñRight then éò. She 

grabbed a bottle of water off of a shocked mum and took 

a big swig. ñThatôs the end of the tour. Donôt forget your 

Open Jungle Experience souvenirs at the gift shop.ò  

  



 

 

Henry, Hal and the butcherôs knife 

 

ñCrap, you think she noticed?ò said Hal. 

ñYes. The whole room noticed, mate, but I donôt 

think she cared," said Henry. 

The brothers walked down the busy street, green 

algae lamps flickering on, sensing the sunset. Up ahead 

food carts and shop stalls, stitched together with 

scavenged wood, clustered along the walls of an 

abandoned banking tower. Unknown meat rotated on 

makeshift grills fueled by illegal gas, and bowls of fish 

amok were neatly placed behind razor wire for the dinner-

time hoards. 

ñI care. Christ I got a face that looks like itôs been 

under the butcherôs knife.ò Hal puffed out a big sigh. 

ñTrue.ò Henry nodded and dodged around a 

beggar with no legs rolling along on a skateboard. 

ñShe must have thought I was an ex-con. Everyone 

must have.ò 



ñIôm sure no-one believed anything other than 

youôd simply lost your boxing fight. Youôre 

catastrophizing again. You scrubbed up nice in the suit.ò 

ñWell, I guess. That suit. Pure quality.ò He smiled, 

but his split lip stung him. 

They paused near a group of tuk-tuk drivers, who 

were huddled around their rides, and emerged from their 

afternoon hibernation. Skinny men with taut skin holding 

their bones together, they finished their card games and 

called the tourists for business. Shade yawned across the 

street, the relief clinched by all. Autumn nights here never 

exceeded thirty degrees. 

ñYou know where I really fell over, right?ò asked 

Hal. 

ñDonôt torture yourself.ò Henry playfully punched 

Halôs huge arm. ñBut yes, sheôll remember your opening 

line. How did you put it?ò 

ñSorry about my face, it opened up like rotten fruit 

last night.ò Hal shook his head and gently laughed. 

The train rumbled overhead; the wooden bridge 

creaking, the bamboo bending like trees in the wind. They 

took a short cut through Toul Tom market. Small TV 



screens played twenty-four hour sports with ónews 

headlinesô popping up as ad breaks. The ónewsô, a 

government propaganda tool. The latest news item 

assured people of the Kingdomôs mighty supply of food 

and clean water, thanks to the work of bureaucrats labeled 

óvisionariesô. In particular, the Minister of Health and 

Success, Lon Chea. 

ñHey Hal, see that headline?ò Henry nodded at the 

screen. ñApparently Chea is a visionary." 

ñGot us like apes in a cage, donôt they?ò Hal 

kicked a can out of his path. 

Henry loved his late afternoon walks with Hal. A 

shelter out of the constant storm of life. Increasingly he 

found he needed his little brother more as he aged. He 

watched those around him climb the career ladder, get 

married and have kids.  

ñDaydreaming or thinking about work?ò asked 

Hal. 

ñIs there a difference?ò Henry said quickly. He 

couldnôt disguise his defensiveness.  

Hal smiled. He knew his brother better than Henry 

gave him credit for. ñIs this about Rita?ò 



ñNo.ò 

ñSo itôs about Rita then.ò Halôs smile was a kind 

smile. Henry relaxed. 

He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it and 

scrunched up his face. 

ñHenry, either ask her out or move on.ò 

ñIôm trying.ò 

ñStop trying and start doing.ò 

Henry took out his silk napkin and patted the sweat 

from the back of his neck. 

ñSo,ò Hal said softly. ñDid you do the swipe date 

thing?ò 

ñYou know I did.ò Henryôs defenses rose again. 

ñHow did it go?ò 

ñWell, you know you can cut the five minutes 

short if  youôre bored, or you know, itôs not working?ò 

ñErr yeah, thatôs kinda the whole point.ò 

ñThey all swiped away before the full five minutes 

with me.ò 

ñDid you talk about work?ò 

ñYes.ò 



Hal shook his head and stuffed his hands in his 

pockets. ñHenry, no-one but you cares about your job at 

the Long Rail.ò 

ñBut I love it.ò 

ñGood for you, but damn itôs dull.ò 

Henry sighed and looked away. Above the 

ramshackle shop fronts, lurking in the distance like a bad 

dream, the sea wall caught the afternoon sun. Henry 

watched the dots of the maintenance crew working.  

ñShould I leave the Long Rail?ò 

ñWhat? Did you actually just say that?ò 

ñI know. Iôm feeling all mixed up inside, like I 

drank too much milk and went running.ò 

ñOf course you shouldnôt leave your job. But 

when you are on Life-Swipe, bring up things other than 

the job ð hobbies, funny stories, ask questions. Iôve told 

you all of this.ò 

ñI know.ò Henryôs mouth twitched. ñOne date 

thought I wanted a sex line.ò 

Hal stopped walking and stared at his brother 

before bursting out in laughter. He put his large hands on 

Henryôs wiry shoulders. ñAh, big brother, you are full  of 



surprises. Itôs like when you worked at the swimming 

pool.ò 

Hal loved to bring up the swimming pool job. He 

slapped Henry on the back and they kept moving. 

ñHow long did you work there cleaning the filters? 

Covered in pubic hair all day.ò 

ñItôs like sand, it got everywhere.ò 

ñAnd you put up with it.ò 

ñDad wanted to teach me a lesson about 

responsibility. And it worked.ò 

ñAnd how did you quit?ò 

ñI told the boss, Brett, he was an artless inbred 

thundercunt.ò  

ñThe point is youôve been dealing with other 

peopleôs shit for so long you donôt know how to deal with 

your own. But when you stand up, hell, you stand up. I 

guarantee you Brett has never forgotten that.ò 

ñI think I sabotaged the swipe dates,ò said Henry, 

batting away a fly.  

ñRita?ò Hal shook his head. 

ñIôll blame her anyway.ò 



ñGrow a pair and ask her out. Whatôs the worst 

that could happen?ò 

ñCrap question Hal. You know whatôs the worst 

that could happen? She might say no and things get 

awkward between us and I lose the most important female 

friendship I have in my life. Howôs that?ò 

Hal shook his head. ñYou think too much.ò 

ñAnd you donôt think enough,ò Henry snapped. 

He took a deep breath, looked back to the sea wall, but it 

had vanished behind pagodas and high rise residential 

towers that looked like a game of Jenga gone wrong. ñHal, 

Iôm sorry. Weôve got this big section of quantum rail line 

to lay and a tight deadline.ò 

ñYouôre talking about work again.ò 

ñWell the point is, Iôm sorry.ò Henry patted his 

brotherôs giant shoulders. 

They reached Preah Monivong Boulevard, a giant 

crossroads at the edge of the city centre. The open sewer 

reached down one lane and the paving slabs cracked so 

badly it was like walking over small mountain ranges. 

Simple city infrastructure had not benefited from the 

investment the foreign hoards promised to bring. At the 



lights, a small crowd of locals puffed on cigarettes and 

one man paced back and forth; he was the size of Hal, 

fingers covered in gold rings and tattoos over his neck. He 

shouted in Khmer on a Troposphere phone call but the 

brothers knew enough to understand. 

ñI fucking warned him. I warned him and he 

disrespected me and my position. He received his 

punishment and I consider enough face was saved. He 

may never regain his status, but thatôs his issue.ò 

Henryôs eyes widened and he turned to Hal. He 

always had more confidence with his brother beside him. 

The man listened intently to the reply, while pacing 

around like a hungry beast in a cage. He tripped over one 

of the cracked paving slabs and stumbled out into the road. 

Henry instinctively reached out and yanked the man back. 

As he did, a huge four-wheel drive car shot past and 

clipped the manôs foot. Henry and the man fell backwards 

onto the pavement. The man sprang up hopping on one 

leg. 

ñYou fucking pig fucker!ò he screamed out at the 

speeding car. ñIôll gut you!ò Then his attention turned to 

Henry.  



ñYou!ò The man shouted and pointed at Henry. 

ñYou saved my life. Let me help you to your feet. My 

name is Narith.ò  

Hal and Narith helped Henry up. ñWhat is your 

name?ò 

ñHenry.ò He whispered, breathless. 

ñHenry, you might be a foreigner, but you are now 

a friend.ò Narith blinked furiously, accessing the 

Troposphere. 

Anxiety gripped Henry. Narith blinked. Heôd soon 

have the number plate of the car and facial recognition 

software would reveal Henry and his public profile. 

Access to his photos, the links heôd shared. Henry tried to 

remember if  heôd posted anything that would upset 

someone like Narith. Henry noticed Narithôs arms packed 

full  of muscle and body mods: from guns and blades, to 

automatic muscle simulators to keep building his bulk.  

ñMy friend.ò Narith pressed his palms together 

and raised them to his chin as a sign of respect. ñI am in 

your debt. I have urgent matters to attend to but I will  be 

sure to repay my debt to you.ò 



ñOh, donôt worry.ò Henryôs voice squeaked. ñAll 

even.ò 

ñOnly when I say, my friend.ò Narith turned and 

walked across the street, spitting in the direction of the 

car. 

Henry watched Narith walk ahead. The Khmer 

pedestrians all made way for him and they all lowered 

their eyes. The crowd around the brothers stared at Henry. 

Some with spite, others with thanks. Henry turned to Hal. 

ñDid I make a mistake?ò 

ñLetôs get to Finnes, see if  anyone knows him. I 

got a couple of good photos.ò Hal blinked a few times and 

sent the shots across to Henry. 

  



Channary and the home invasion 

 

Dusk swept the streets, yet did not bring the 

promised cool change. The heat punched her face as she 

staggered out of the zoo after the two-hour, all-staff 

debrief in the office. Around her, the street bustled with 

Phnom Penh's evening commuters. Channary hailed a tuk-

tuk. She gave him exact instructions but knew the driver 

wasnôt listening. The drivers always wanted to make an 

extra buck. 

They hit traffic quickly. A bamboo bridge groaned 

as a truck rumbled overhead and the ground shook with 

an expansive, but hastily constructed, underground 

network. She still hadnôt dared to take the underground, 

terrified it would collapse the first time she took it. 

For now, she stuck to the streets and the dirt she 

knew. Tens of thousands of tuk-tuks, motos and bicycles 

fought each other for space as the pedestrians weaved 

their way through the traffic. The sun creaked behind a 

crumbling French colonial-style terrace of restaurants. 

Still thirty-four degrees. The hammering heat of the sun 

left a sting on her cheeks.  



They passed the food queues; the guards 

aggressively keeping people under control. No-one 

needed another riot. Her stomach sunk; the certainty of 

another government crackdown as real as the threat of the 

sea. They passed shops still scarred and burnt from the last 

unrest.  

ñBlue Armbands ahead,ò the driver sent her a 

message on the Troposphere. "Have I got anything to 

worry about?ò 

ñNope. Do you have a license?ò 

ñOf course I do.ò 

ñAnd youôve got your ID?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñAnd level with me, itôs all fake right?ò 

Silence. 

ñI can walk the rest of the way if  you want to turn 

around?ò 

He sped up. 

ñHey seriously, youôve got nothing to prove here.ò 

ñYou assume Iôm working illegally.ò 

ñNo. Well yes, I did. But Iôm sorry, itôs been a long 

day.ò 



ñMy day is always a long day.ò The driver shook 

his head. 

The Blue Armbands ð the state police ð needed 

few excuses to revoke citizenship and toss a Vietnamese 

driver out into the wastes of the ocean. They also needed 

few excuses to make Channaryôs life hell, imposing 

sanctions on her wages for months to come. 

The tuk-tuk pulled up at the checkpoint. The Blue 

Armbands swarmed around the tuk-tuk with their sensors 

and interrogated the driver. She dialed into their 

conversation; he did have all the right IDs and licenses. A 

guilty flush took control of her. The barang judges her 

and in turn, she gets to judge the Vietnamese ð the 

owners of the lowest status in the Kingdom. The 

Vietnamese, the old enemy of the Khmer, absorbed into 

the Kingdom when Cambodia underwent the Great 

Extension. The Blue Armbands quickly checked on 

Channary, a Khmer national, and waved them away. 

ñIôm sorry,ò she said. 

ñIôm disappointed,ò replied the driver. Silence was 

the only sound until she paid him an extra tip, insisting it 

wasnôt guilt money.  



It was guilt money. 

Incense thickened the air as she walked past the 

moto repair shop next to her apartment. The guys smoking 

cigarettes gazed down the street toward a brilliantly lit  

Independence Monument. She hurried along the path, 

dodging scooters and roadside shrines. The two-hour 

debrief after the lion death had destroyed her plans for the 

evening. 

ñAn absurd rarity in the animal kingdom.ò The zoo 

director had said during the debrief. ñThereôs only been a 

handful of cases in the last two hundred years of lion 

conservation.ò 

ñWhy did he do it?ò sheôd asked. 

ñWhy does anyone do anything bad?ò 

ñThey usually have a reason.ò 

ñLions donôt.ò 

ñSo youôre telling me Putin was just a dick?ò 

ñMaybe, we really donôt know.ò 

She shrugged off the directorôs ignorance and 

tugged several times at the tin door to her block. The rusty 

hinges begrudgingly worked. Channary considered that 

sheôd need to go to the gym if the door continued to rust. 



The bioluminescent lights pulsed a warm orange glow 

down the hall. Two people waited by the middle elevator. 

Their backs turned, dressed in black. She silently swiped 

her security card for a different elevator. She really 

wanted to be alone. She looked at them again. Didnôt 

recognize the fashion. Skin tight and black. She squinted 

and her brow furrowed. The strangers seemed to be in 

armor. 

She froze. Whatever their story, she didnôt want to 

be a part of it. Her elevator dinged and they turned toward 

her. She tried to remember a self-defense class sheôd taken 

year ago, but panic blinded her memory. Her throat dried 

up. She needed to pee. Then she noticed their gas masks 

slung over their shoulders. She held her hands up in front 

of her face for protection. 

ñIôm not into kinky stuff,ò she squealed. 

ñHoney, neither are we. Iôm Mae, and this is 

Rome, and we really need your help.ò 

Channary stood silently staring at them. Mae was 

a little taller than Rome, with better posture too. Rome 

hunched a little, like he was carrying a heavy backpack. 

The foyer music chimed merrily along. 



ñIôm a zoo tour guide. Iôm not sure you want my 

help.ò 

ñPlease. We need to rest, we need water,ò croaked 

Mae. 

ñWe won't overstay our welcome,ò said Rome. 

ñAnd weôve got a hell of a story to tell you. Please. 

Seriously, pretty please,ò Mae pleaded. 

ñSure. The elevator behind you is free.ò They 

turned around and Channary ran for the exit. Rome chased 

her. She slammed into the tin door, and bounced back. It 

did not open. Her shoulder stung instantly. Rome grabbed 

her. Holding her by the shoulders, he pushed her against 

the wall. 

ñRelax,ò he said, his hands shook as his fingers 

tightened. ñWhatôs your name?ò He eased his grip. 

ñChannary.ò 

ñLook at us Channary. Take a second and look at 

us.ò Romeôs eyes darted to the door. 

ñOkay. Iôm looking.ò Channaryôs throat dried like 

sheôd swallowed sand. Her voice cracked. She wanted to 

cough. 

ñWhat do you see?ò Rome asked quietly. 



ñYouôre wearing some sort of armor.ò 

ñContinue.ò 

ñAnd youôve got gas masks.ò 

ñAnd when people in armor and gas masks ask you 

politely to do something, you do it. Do you understand?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñSo. Take us to your apartment. I wonôt ask 

politely again.ò 

Channary led them into the elevator. Mae glared 

at Rome like she wanted to kill  him. Channary guessed 

Mae could be the solution to escape. She stole glances at 

them all the way to the fiftieth floor. 

Her apartment was small, but warm. Stuffed with 

kitsch bits of furniture and knick-knacks; no theme 

throughout, just stuff she liked at the time. Pictures of 

people and places, black and white mostly, hung on the 

walls in all shapes and sizes. The open plan kitchen and 

living room made good use of space, despite the jumble 

sale of things, clothes, gadgets and houseplants dotted 

about. The couch and coffee table served as a study, with 

notes strewn all around. Channary quickly tidied up. 



ñSorry, I wasnôt expecting guests.ò She noticed her hands 

shaking. 

ñYou should see our place. Books everywhere. 

Can we get some water please?ò asked Mae. 

ñSure. Of course.ò Channary dropped her 

paperwork, jumped over a chair and squeezed past an old 

sideboard.  

Mae looked at the notes. ñWriting something?ò 

ñTrying to.ò Channary pulled out a selection of 

dirty glasses and mugs. ñItôs my dissertation on zoology. 

Doing it the old fashioned way. I really like to handwrite.ò 

Channary planned to endear herself to Mae; find and build 

a rapport. She panicked as she searched for clean glasses. 

ñWow, we never use handwriting where we are 

from," said Mae. 

ñWhere are you from?ò asked Channary as she 

found clean glasses and poured water. 

Her question was ignored. 

Channary approached them slowly with the water. 

They snatched at the glasses and gulped like dogs. They 

werenôt barang government people; perhaps contractors 

or on the run. An awkward silence grew between them. 



Rome and Mae seemed confused, like they had no plan 

now. ñSo, youôre safe here. Thatôs what you need, right? 

Any place to be safe, to hide?ò 

Silence. 

ñCan I get you another water?ò 

ñWhere are we?ò asked Rome. 

ñYou are in my flat?ò Channary said slowly, 

unsure of the question. 

ñWhere are we?ò he repeated. 

ñPhnom Penh, or The Gateway as your people like 

to call it.ò 

ñThe Gateway to what?ò 

Channary pointed at the window. 

Rome opened the blind. His back stiffened; his 

whole body clenched. ñYou can see it?ò he whispered. He 

seemed weaker. 

ñSee what?ò 

ñThe city.ò 

ñThis city or Tusita?ò 

Before them lay the city of Phnom Penh, capital of 

the Kingdom. Home to fifteen million people. The neon 

twisted everywhere, like tangled Christmas lights, 



choking the streets. The sprawl ended abruptly with a 

huge scythe of darkness. Then, at the edge of darkness 

near the horizon, a giant, dull yellow arch. The city of 

Tusita. 

ñWhat did you call it? The city out there.ò 

ñTusita.ò 

ñWhat does it mean?ò 

ñItôs a Buddhist heaven. Itôs where the Buddha 

resided before his rebirth on earth. What do you call it?ò 

ñHome.ò 

Channary stepped back. ñWhat?ò she whispered 

and backed away. 

ñItôs a long story,ò said Mae. 

ñNo shit,ò said Channary. She abolished her 

escape plan and frantically schemed a new one.  

ñWell do you want to hear it, or do you want to 

jump to conclusions?ò said Mae, raising her hands slowly 

in a ócalm downô gesture. 

ñTake anything you want. Iôm no trouble. Please 

let me go.ò Her body flooded with chemicals, overcome 

with the urge to sprint away and an urge to collapse at the 

same time. 



ñWeôre not thieves or murderers. I work for an art 

gallery. Well,ò Mae scratched behind her ear, ñI used to. 

And Rome owns an antique shop, café, kinda 

entertainment cultural hub thing.ò She turned to Rome. 

ñHow do you sum the place up?ò 

ñI try to split them up as separate entities.ò 

ñYeah but itôs all one big space.ò She turned back 

to Channary, ñRome and I have been together for two 

years and I still donôt really understand it.ò 

ñListen.ò Channary grasped the front door handle. 

ñI really donôt care. Iôll  go. You stay. We are all winners.ò 

ñYou stay,ò said Rome. His monotone voice 

stopped Channary. 

ñWhat do you want with me?ò 

ñWhat exactly do you think goes on in there?ò 

asked Mae. ñIn Tusita.ò  

ñThey locked all the convicts up behind the 

biggest walls in history and forced you all to work on 

solutions for world problems. They teach that in school.ò 

ñDo we look like criminals?ò 

 ñThatôs what a good criminal would say. Plus 

youôre wearing skin-tight black armor.ò 



ñWe had to slip past a checkpoint full of runners, 

the Flower Factoriesô private goon squad. This is what 

they wear,ò said Mae. 

ñWhat is a Flower Factory?ò 

ñWhat do they teach you in school? It makes 

flowers. Genetically modified flowers. The pollen can 

give you highs or lows, but it also acts as a system of 

control. Our lungs have grown dependent on the pollen. 

We are prisoners, that much is true. But we committed no 

crime. The pollen keeps us behind those walls and keeps 

us working on solutions that benefit you all.ò She pulled 

several vials out of a small pocket of her armor. ñThis is 

it. Our supply. This replicates the pollen. We have to 

inject ourselves every day to stay alive.ò 

ñSo why escape if you canôt live outside of the 

city?ò 

ñBecause we are the only survivors of a massacre 

and we are here to tear down those walls and bring those 

responsible to justice.ò 

ñHow much of that stuff have you got?ò Channary 

pointed to the vials. 

ñWeôve got a week left to live.ò 



  



 

 

Henry, Hal and an unwelcome friend  

 

Finnes, the rotten core of the ex-pat community. 

Eventually any western business person with grand 

ambitions and a knack for failure stumbled into Finnes 

restaurant and bar. 

Finnes himself was an eccentric old man, but 

Henry always liked him. Finnes would often like a 

conversation when he served drinks; he considered it part 

of the price. Mostly his tales of trekking in the old world 

seemed too incredible to be real. ñBullshit,ò Hal called it, 

but if you drank here, you knew of the adventures. 

The bar in the shadows of the soaring, but 

crumbling, banking district ensured that Finnes was 

always a degree cooler than its competitors ð a distinct 

advantage in the disgusting heat. A hand-painted sign 

nailed to a creaky wooden door led to a dimly lit  staircase. 

The barôs big veranda was held together with rusty nails 

and glue, and a noisy bamboo ceiling complained in a 



light breeze. The kinetic fans whirred slowly; they always 

needed charging and no-one ever wanted to volunteer to 

hand-crack them. 

ñAh brothers, itôs been a while,ò Finnes called out 

as Henry and Hal approached the bar. 

ñHey. Two Angkors please,ò grunted Hal. 

ñOh, thereôs a story here!ò Finnes crossed his arms 

and leaned on the bar. The beer would not be served yet. 

ñItôs nothing,ò said Henry. 

ñYou know what nothing means?ò said Finnes. 

ñSomething. You want a drink today?ò 

ñChrist, how the hell do you make a profit?ò said 

Hal, crossing his arms. 

ñYou donôt need to worry about how I make a 

profit, big man.ò 

ñBent as a banana,ò came a call from behind. 

Rathbone, a regular: his face red from too much sun. 

Finnes shot him an annoyed glance and Rathbone turned 

away to stare at his drink. 

ñSo would you like a beer or not?ò asked Finnes. 

ñOf course I want a bloody drink,ò said Henry. 

ñSomething unsettling happened, thatôs all.ò He leaned in 



and whispered. ñWe saw a street boy slap his owner and 

run off. Worried about whatôs gonna happen to the little 

kid.ò 

ñHa! Growing soft in your old age.ò Finnes finally 

poured the beers, slowly. ñThe kid will  get a beating and 

heôll be wiser for it. You should toughen up.ò 

ñIôm tough enough, but you get too tough and 

youôll end up as heartless as one of them, or worse,ò said 

Henry. 

ñOne of who?ò asked Finnes. 

ñThe owner, or one of those lecherous shit bags 

that prey on karaoke girls, or sell virginity.ò 

ñIndeed. String óem up, I say.ò Finnes added ice to 

the beer. ñUseless little pricks. Sully our fine name.ò 

Finnes looked about his establishment and all the slumped 

shoulders. ñWell, our morally-fine name. Remember 

when that banker strolled in here with his three karaoke 

girls?ò 

The brothers nodded and smirked. 

ñWhat were they? Thirteen, fourteen years old?ò 

ñToo young either way,ò said Henry. 

ñA mighty fine play,ò said Hal. 



ñHow many people did it take to lift  him over the 

veranda?ò asked Henry. 

ñFour,ò Finnes said instantly. ñHard work.ò 

ñDropping him was easy. One broken leg, broken 

nose and a cracked rib,ò said Hal. 

ñDonôt forget the broken pride.ò Finnes pointed to 

a faded photo pinned to a wall of faded photos. The photo 

showed the banker sprawled out after his drop from the 

veranda. 

Finnes presented their drinks and, laughing, 

walked off to another customer. 

The brothers sat at a table on the veranda with a 

view of the busy street below. Kids played badminton 

with makeshift nets and rackets, and tuk-tuk drivers 

battled with the moto drivers for space on the road. The 

air was closer than someone who didnôt understand 

personal space. Henry sighed as he looked up at the 

pathetic crank fans. He wiped the sweat from his forehead 

and neck.  

ñLads.ò The booming voice of Rathbone 

interrupted the peace. 

ñRath, howôs things?ò asked Henry. 



ñCould be better.ò He sat and pressed his cool beer 

glass against his cheek. ñI lost some money the other 

night.ò He turned to Hal. 

ñYeah, well.ò Hal stiffened up. ñThere were a few 

things going on behind the scenes, ya know?ò Hal looked 

at his beer and then rubbed his swollen lip. ñPlus, he had 

a hell of a reach. I didnôt have an answer.ò 

ñWell I can take a fair loss. Itôs the unfair I canôt 

take.ò 

ñUnfair?ò asked Henry. 

ñYeah, you paperwork bastards at the Long Rail.ò 

Henry held his hands up. ñDonôt tar me with that 

brush. I run construction, not paperwork. They are the shit 

bags.ò 

ñAnyway, my cargo is sat in Mongolia freezing its 

nuts off while I get poorer. Then the Government ups my 

export tax.ò 

ñThe Government?ò 

ñThat son-of-a-bitch Chea.ò 

ñRathbone enterprises,ò Henry said, ñexporting 

food. Who would have thought weôd see the day. The 

empire is crumbling.ò 



ñHey you get squeezed by so many departments, 

taxes, police bribes, border paperwork, the list is endless, 

and all those bloody terror attacks in India and China do 

not help.ò 

ñAre you one of those unscrupulous business men 

exporting food for a little profit and then importing it for 

a bigger profit?ò 

ñNo. Iôm not, Henry. Iôm selling surplus.ò 

ñReally?ò 

ñThat latest genetic crop from Tusita really 

helped. Last yearôs yield is still fresh. Amazing what a 

bunch of desperate criminals can do, isnôt it?ò 

Henry ignored the bait. ñSo why is your surplus 

stuck in Mongolia?ò 

ñBad yield this year. Too much nitrogen and too 

many pests resistant to pesticides. Tusita is dry. No new 

advances for this year. No growth. The demand keeps 

going up, and soon we wonôt meet it.ò 

ñCall me a traditional man, but shouldnôt food 

grown here, stay here?ò 

ñWhereôs the profit in that?ò Rath laughed. 



ñChrist, you two are boring.ò Hal jumped in. 

ñCanôt we drink a beer and talk about football, or Maui 

Thai or something?ò 

ñWell the Brute is bored,ò said Rath. Hal stared 

back at him. A pre-match stare. ñOkay, last barb I 

promise. How have you both been?ò 

ñAsk Henry, he saved a man from getting run over 

today.ò 

ñA good deed.ò 

ñYeah,ò said Henry slowly, ña good deed for a bad 

person. He seemed like a royal dick.ò 

ñI got a photo.ò Hal blinked a few times and sent 

the shot to Rathbone. 

ñHoly éò Rathbone laughed, held his belly, and 

roared. He caught his breath. ñI thought I had troubles.ò 

ñWhat do you mean?ò asked Henry, his skin 

prickling. 

ñYou saved the life of Narith Pich, an absolute 

son-of-a-bitch that runs half of Phnom Penh's organised 

crime network.ò 

ñBut I saved his life, why am I screwed?ò 



ñAn organised crime group are indebted to you. At 

what point do you see that becoming a good thing? Status 

is everything and your status has now shot through the 

roof. Theyôll be making a point of thanking you, drawing 

you into their work, and youôll never leave.ò 

ñNarith Pich.ò Finnes chuckled and shook his 

head; heôd been hovering nearby, pretending to clean a 

table. ñSorry lads. I like you, I really do, but you are 

banned for at least six months.ò 

ñYou are joking? I saved his life. Youôre all over-

reacting.ò 

ñTell me that in six months. You arenôt bringing 

any of that trouble to my bar. You can finish your drinks 

and if you are unaffected, youôll be welcome back with 

open arms,ò Finnes said as he crossed his arms. 

ñIsnôt it moments like these that your friends rally 

around you?ò asked Hal. 

ñI am not your friend, Iôm your barman.ò Finnes 

walked away. 

ñGreat.ò Henry slumped back in his chair. ñMaybe 

a self-imposed exile would help? It works for the 

opposition politicians.ò 



ñThatôs probably not a bad idea,ò Rathbone 

whispered. ñLook.ò He nodded to a small muscular 

Khmer man who had obviously never set foot in Finnesôs 

bar before. The man scanned the bar and saw Henry. He 

smiled and approached. 

ñIt is a great honor to pay tribute to you first, 

Henry.ò He bowed and presented a small bamboo box. 

ñOn behalf of the people of Khan Doun Penh, I would like 

to offer you a small token of respect and appreciation. We 

are indebted to you, and your brother, Hal.ò He held out 

the box. 

ñThatôs kind, but I canôt accept a gift,ò Henry 

stuttered. 

ñIt would be exceptionally insulting to me and the 

people I represent if you refuse. Your disrespect is, of 

course, immediately forgiven as you are an alien to our 

customs and cultures. Now you are informed, we can 

begin again.ò He paused, his face like stone. ñI would like 

to offer you a small token of respect and appreciation.ò 

Henry slowly took the box. It was heavier than he 

anticipated, and he almost dropped it. ñThank you, thatôs 

kind of you and the people of Khan Doun Penh.ò 



The man bowed deeply and walked over to Finnes. 

ñItôs a fine establishment you have here. My friends will  

be visiting you, as we do not wish to disturb Henry and 

his home. You will  be looked upon favorably in your 

future dealings.ò He bowed again and left. 

Silence squeezed everyoneôs throat. Then all eyes 

turned to Henry. 

ñFriend of a friend,ò Henry announced and turned 

to Hal. ñHow does someone so polite feel so terrifying?ò 

  



 

 

Channary, Mae, Rome and the media 

 

ñThe first thing you need is PR. You need people 

to know your story,ò Channary told them in the tuk-tuk. 

ñIôve got no idea about genetics and Flower Factories and 

conspiracies but I know someone who might.ò 

ñThank you, Channary. Thank you so much,ò Mae 

said softly. Her exhausted smile gave way to frowning 

concentration. 

ñMy friend runs this great Troposphere news site.ò 

ñTroposphere?ò 

 ñYeah. Augmented reality. What, you donôt have 

it? Are you still on the internet?ò 

ñWe donôt have augmented reality. Weôve got a 

system called the Network, and mobile screens we can roll 

up and take around with us.ò 

ñThe Network?ò Channary burst out laughing. 

ñThat sounds so old.ò 



ñWell the Troposphere sounds like some 

pretentious coffee shop. Who the hell comes up with these 

names anyway?ò said Mae. 

ñSo you said your friend runs a news site?ò Rome 

interrupted. 

ñYup, heôs agreed to do a live piece about your 

story.ò 

ñItôs getting pretty late,ò Rome said, looking out 

down dark side streets. 

ñItôs the start of the night. Itôs Pchum Ben festival; 

ancestorsô day. The entire city will  be throwing sticky rice 

balls over the sides of pagodas at 4am to feed our dead.ò 

They pulled up at a block of green apartments. 

Solar ivy lit  up the west wall and bioluminescent trees lit  

the courtyard. 

ñThe trees.ò Rome pointed. ñHow long have you 

had them?ò 

ñAbout five years.ò 

ñI remember these from ten years ago. A street 

party lit  by just the trees; it was magical,ò Rome said, 

almost to himself. 



Channary entered the apartments and bounced up 

the stairs to the third floor. Mae followed, wearing jeans 

and a t-shirt combo from Channaryôs wardrobe. Rome had 

not been so lucky. His jogging top was too small and his 

track pants rode up in the crotch, each step awkward.  

As they approached apartment 1067 down the end 

of a long sterile corridor, Rome stopped Channary. ñHeôs 

not,ò he cleared his throat, ñthe worst type of journalist 

cliché is he?ò 

ñHeôs got his flaws, but we all do, donôt we? I 

guess heôs a little flamboyant with the truth, but then, he 

is a journalist. Heôs got to make a living.ò 

She walked ahead. Rome turned to Mae and raised 

his eyebrows. The door opened automatically for them. 

ñNoi Dat?ò Channary called out. 

ñHere, in the media centre,ò came the reply. 

Rome took a deep breath of air, turned to Mae and 

mouthed, ñMedia centreò. This time Mae raised her 

eyebrows. 

The media centre was Datôs living room. 

Holoprojectors filled up much of the space with 

interactive holograms. Dat sat at the centre of a semi-



circle of projectors. He only had two physical objects in 

the room: the giant chair he sat on and a couch in front of 

a green screen. Dat was dwarfed by his chair. His 

matchstick arms pointed at the couch. His bony frame 

poked out through his t-shirt and his giant glasses seemed 

to be too heavy and weighed his head down. 

ñHowôs the panda thing going?ò Dat asked, 

without looking away from his work. 

ñThey are the dumbest animals in the world.ò 

ñWhat have you got against pandas?ò asked Mae. 

ñI love them, they are beautiful, but seriously, they 

sit around eating all day and are so lazy they canôt be 

bothered to mate anymore. Itôs human curiosity thatôs 

keeping the species going. They look so sad and bored. 

They should be allowed to go peacefully into extinction. 

Itôs what they want.ò Her cheeks flushed red. ñAnyway,ò 

she turned back to Dat. ñThis is Mae and Rome.ò 

ñHey guys, park yourselves on the couch.ò 

They sat and Rome adjusted his tight t-shirt and 

even tighter track pants. 

ñIôm with Mae and Rome,ò Dat raised his voice, 

clear and loud, ñwho have escaped Tusita and theyôve got 



a story to tell you.ò He turned to them and looked them in 

the eye for the first time. ñSo tell us, why did you escape?ò 

ñAre we live right now?ò said Mae. 

ñYeah.ò 

ñOh right, okay.ò Mae crossed her arms. 

ñWe lived under threat,ò Rome begun. His voice 

was deeper than usual. ñWe live under a system of control 

so insidious, we never knew about it until now. We live in 

a prison, but we are not criminals. We create solutions for 

world problems. Not because your governments tell us 

too, but because we have to, to survive.ò 

ñWhat does that mean exactly?ò asked Dat with a 

deadpan tone. 

ñWell.ò Rome shifted in his seat, leaning forward, 

engaging Dat. ñWe lived in a district. There are lots of 

districts that are separated by huge walls. Our district was 

called New Hanoi. We had a district issue. We had limited 

access to electricity and raw materials. So we struggled to 

create and maintain a power grid. Using what little we 

had, the entire district focused on creating solutions for 

power generation and storage. Those bioluminescent trees 

in this city were created by us. Thatôs why they keep us 



locked up, and it's not just the walls that keep us caged. 

Our enemy is insidious. They use a system of control 

through the pollen in our flowers.ò 

ñSo you are living in a prison, but are not 

criminals, kept under control by an invisible force?ò 

ñThatôs correct. The Flower Factory keeps us 

under their control through genetically modified pollen 

that our lungs have become dependent on. So while those 

giant walls were an obstacle to our freedom, we knew that 

weôd suffocate without our pollen.ò 

ñReally? The Flower Factory controls you with 

pollen? The same type of pollen bees used to love? RIP 

bees. So is the Flower Factory part of a giant conspiracy?ò 

ñOf course they are.ò 

ñLetôs talk some more after this quick ad break 

about the conspiracy. And coming up next, a mother 

realises sheôs dating her long-lost son.ò Dat blinked a few 

times and refocused. ñOh my god, I love you two. I love 

this whole act.ò 

ñAct?ò 

ñYeah, itôs truly fabulous. I get a few people in 

here talking about what they think goes on in Tusita, but 



your angle ð escaping, that flowers are your prison 

guards ð itôs a killer story.ò 

ñThis isnôt a story.ò Rome raised his voice. 

ñOh sorry.ò Dat held his hands up. ñCharacter 

actors. Iôll play along. What theatre are you with? Iôll plug 

the hell out of your next show.ò 

Rome stared at Channary. ñWhat did you tell 

him?ò 

ñExactly what you told me.ò She bit her lip. 

ñYeah, she told me the whole thing. Itôs a great 

idea for a show.ò 

ñOur lives arenôt a goddam show,ò Rome shouted. 

ñFine. You are gonna need a personality transplant 

to stay alive in this business. Security is already on their 

way. I suggest you go and take your crazy sideshow 

somewhere éò  

Before Dat finished, Rome stormed out. ñI need 

some new fucking clothes,ò he shouted, more to himself 

than anyone else. 

  



 

 

Channary, Mae, Rome and a bloody idea 

 

Silence gripped them. Channary focused on the 

busy pavement. All  the vendors were busy preparing for 

the festival. Their tuk-tuk turned into a narrow market 

street. At the end was a pagoda, its golden roof lit  

brilliantly against the moonless night. 

ñWe can get you some clothes here,ò Channary 

said softly. 

ñDo you believe us?ò asked Rome. 

ñI do.ò 

ñSo can we agree we are all on the same team?ò 

asked Mae. ñRome, you need to calm down. Where did 

the man who double dared a bare-knuckle fighter to an ice 

cream eating competition go?ò 

ñIôm sorry,ò he said instantly. ñTo both of you, I 

am. Iôm éò Rome fumbled for words. ñI guess Iôm sad. 

Iôve lost a lot recently.ò 



ñSweetheart. You did, so did I. But we donôt have 

time for the past. Itôs memories now, and itôs never going 

to change.ò 

The tuk-tuk pulled over. They got out and 

Channary pointed at a clothes stall. She bought him a pair 

of menôs shorts and a blue, short-sleeve t-shirt. He smiled 

for the first time in a long time. They sat on plastic chairs 

in a large bar with no walls, just four pillars holding up a 

thatched roof, with hand-crank fans dotted about and 

hundreds of people passing through. Mae wiped the sweat 

and dirt from her face. 

ñThirty-one degrees, should be below twenty-

eight by 4am. So thatôs good?ò said Channary like a 

question. 

ñItôs just as hot in New Hanoi,ò said Mae. 

ñHotter,ò said Rome. ñIôm still seething. That guy, 

Dat. People are stupid.ò 

ñHey cranky, buck up. Iôm not spending the last 

week of my life with you in a mood," said Mae. ñBesides, 

itôs the wrong people who are stupid. The right people 

arenôt.ò 



ñYouôre right, I know.ò Rome shifted in his seat. 

ñI need the loo.ò He got up and meandered into the busy 

market, following the wonky wooden signs to a public 

toilet. 

ñHow long did you say youôd been together?ò 

asked Channary. 

ñTwo years. We were about to move in together 

when it all happened.ò 

ñIs he always like that?ò 

ñNo. I mean, we are different in lots of ways and 

we certainly have our share of bust ups, but heôs the 

smartest and warmest guy I know. We were talking about 

marriage. What about you? Partner, or married?ò Their 

drinks arrived. Mae looked confused. 

ñI ordered on the Troposphere, assumed you'd be 

a beer drinker. Anyway, no, I'm not married and I don't 

have a partner. I donôt want to get married until Iôm sure 

nothing else good could happen in my life. I never looked 

at my parents or anyone thatôs been married twenty plus 

years and thought, yes, I want some of that.ò 

Mae laughed. She held her stomach, and 

grimaced. 



ñSorry, are you okay? Should I not make you 

laugh or something?ò 

ñNo, I like the laughter.ò She lifted up her shirt to 

reveal a stab wound, hastily stitched up and not healed. 

ñWhat the shit?ò 

ñRome and I got attacked in the tunnels beneath 

New Hanoi.ò Mae looked at the dirt. ñWe saw so many 

people die and we were so helpless.ò 

ñIôm sorry.ò 

ñHave you ever watched anyone die, actually die, 

in front of you?ò 

Channary shook her head. 

Mae carefully rubbed her stomach. ñThis will  

heal, but itôs the wound of not knowing; not knowing if  

those responsible will  ever be brought to justice. My chest 

feels heavy all the time. My arms feel like they are full of 

sand. I havenôt processed it yet.ò She paused and looked 

around. ñRome has, and heôs analysing minor details of 

his decisions. Heôll sulk, then concoct grand plans. Iôve 

got no time for all that fussing about. Iôm only left with 

anger. I want action. Screw justice, I want revenge.ò Mae 



drank her beer. ñEnough doom and gloom. How about 

you?ò 

ñI watched a lion die today.ò 

ñSorry.ò 

ñDonôt worry about it. Itôs a long story and you 

donôt have much time.ò Channary took a sip of her 

cocktail and Mae finished her beer and ordered another.  

ñYouôve made the time for us. Tell me about it.ò 

ñIt really doesnôt matter now. Hil lary is dead.ò 

Channary sighed. ñShe was always so soft, ever since she 

was a cub. Iôll send you the video link é Oh, youôre not 

on the Troposphere.ò Channary flicked a switch inside 

and smiled. ñYou have a lot of problems in your way.ò 

ñWhy are you helping us?ò 

ñIôm pointing you in the right direction. Besides, 

itôs fun.ò 

ñFUN!ò 

ñSorry, I know itôs serious. I know it is.ò 

ñThereôs something wrong with you, you know 

that? Anyway, you said weôve got problems in the way?ò 

Mae stiffened. 



ñFor starters, half the Kingdom wonôt care what 

you have to say. Theyôll think youôre crazy or worse, 

theyôll ignore you all together, as you are westerners. 

Secondly the Kingdomôs Government obviously wants to 

keep you in there. We are a world power now; you 

probably provided the technology to create the biggest 

and best sea wall in the world. Weôve got a sustainable 

power supply; weôve got a lot going for us because of 

you.ò 

ñWhat about the food?ò 

ñYou noticed that?ò 

ñYeah. Itôs hard not to see the razor wire and 

guards outside noodle shacks.ò 

ñWith the influx of refugees and the expansion of 

the Kingdom, weôve got too many mouths to feed. Tusita 

hasnôt provided that solution yet. Anyway the question is, 

how do we get you in front of the right people?ò 

ñI donôt know. We assumed if  we made it outside, 

got here, people would magically listen. Like you did. 

That the Government, world leaders, would swoop in.ò 

Mae looked around. ñEveryone is so busy rushing around, 



blinking quickly, lost in their digital worlds. Theyôre here, 

but not here. No-one cares.ò 

ñI do,ò said Channary. 

ñThank you.ò Mae paused and searched for the 

words. 

ñSpit it out,ò said Channary. ñLook, we might not 

know each other, but Iôm on your side. Also Iôve got a 

thick skin. Iôve grown up in the concrete of this city; you 

donôt need to worry about me. Iôm a zero-bullshit kinda 

person.ò 

ñWhy do you care?ò 

ñAbout you? Because if  my world is built on other 

peopleôs suffering, what does that make me?ò 

ñIsnôt everyoneôs world built on other peopleôs 

suffering? Even in Tusita, I knew the cheap clothes I 

bought were made by people on the lowest rung of the 

ladder. Long factory hours, awful pay.ò 

ñBut you were all locked in a cage doing what you 

could to survive. I donôt want my life based on your 

slavery.ò 

ñWell, no matter what happens, youôve restored 

some of my faith in humanity.ò 



ñPleasure.ò 

Mae looked around at the Khmer kids playing 

games around the market stalls and smiled. ñThe kids in 

New Hanoi did the same. Kids donôt care about the world, 

they only care about their world.ò Said Mae, almost to 

herself. Her eyes refocused on Channary. ñHowôs life 

working in the zoo?ò 

ñSucks. I take rich Western brats on tours. And 

one of those brats is running the zoo into the ground. No 

offence, but people that look like you have a bad 

reputation around here.ò 

ñPeople that look like me?ò Mae narrowed her 

eyes. 

ñThe barang. Westerners.ò 

ñIôve got a confession for you.ò Mae leaned in. 

ñIôve got no idea what a westerner is.ò 

ñWhat do they teach you in there?ò 

Mae shrugged. 

ñWow.ò Channary flashed the whites of her eyes 

and shook her head. ñThe west is where all the refugees 

came from ð countries like America, England, France 



and Australia. You look like the people from those 

countries. You ever seen a world map?ò 

ñNo, Rome had some, but I never paid attention. 

So your zoo director favors westerners? Does that impact 

your work with the animals?ò 

ñListen, I love animals, though I'm conflicted 

about pandas. But Iôm a tour guide. Iôve got all the 

education I need to be a zoologist, but the zoo director is 

a westerner and heôs been promoting westerners. Thatôs 

happening everywhere. So now Iôm a subordinate with 

zero career potential and subject to their demands. Like 

the other day: one of the kids on my tour fell over and 

grazed their knee. Iôm a qualified first aider. So I go to do 

my thing and the parent demands I call their doctor. For a 

grazed knee? I made a fuss and got docked half a dayôs 

wage for arguing with the refugee.ò 

ñThat does sound unfair.ò 

ñUnfair? Itôs criminal.ò 

ñHow badly was the kid hurt?ò 

ñBarely hurt. A grazed knee. A little bit of blood, 

nothing crazy. Itôs the entire system, itôs skewed to the 



refugees. The Government makes a huge profit keeping 

them happy so they keep them happy.ò 

Rome sat back down. 

ñAnd how are you?ò asked Mae. 

ñIôm back, I promise.ò He kissed Mae on the 

cheek. ñSorry for being éò 

ñA dick?ò Mae interrupted. 

ñYes. Sorry for being a dick.ò 

ñSo Channary was telling me about this kid who 

cut himself at work and some serious inequality éò Mae 

trailed off. 

ñUh oh, weôve lost her,ò said Rome. ñHello?ò 

ñYou said the kid had grazed his knee. The blood. 

Our blood and the right people. Whereôs the nearest 

hospital?ò 

  



 

 

Henry and a nefarious son-of-a-whore 

 

Henry headed to work, while Hal made his way 

home. Henry straightened his back as he slipped his high-

visibility vest on. He dodged the live rails and perils of the 

construction site as he ambled to his office. Here, he felt 

like a king, well more like a prince. Here, he led the 

grunts, the bleeding hands that had built the longest rail 

line in the world. The only line in and out of the walled 

city of Tusita.  

Heôd worked hard, and the job gave him the status 

heôd always craved: he was respected by his peers. 

Mostly. Growing up with a semi-successful boxing 

brother cast a long shadow over Henry; but on the Long 

Rail, Henry took pride in his semi-success. Neck deep 

with both scientists and grunts, and leading the way. 

Thereôd been some friction at first, but heôd introduced 

chess-boxing to blow off steam. A three-minute round of 

chess in a boxing ring, followed by a three-minute round 



of boxing. Whoever got a checkmate or a knock out first, 

won.  

Despite huge pressure to complete his job on time 

and on budget, Henryôs serenity had reached almost-

famous levels amongst the crews. They called him the 

Buddha of blood and sweat. He understood how all the 

pieces of the puzzle came together. He dodged a low 

hanging pole under temporary scaffolding and 

approached the headquartersðseven shipping cargo 

containers stacked on top of each other, each level 

responsible for various jobs. He reached the seventh floor. 

From here, his view allowed him to see the rail stretch out 

to both horizons. Before him, the high rises of Phnom 

Penh, and in the far distance, a haze of the greatest puzzle 

on earth: Tusita. 

Waiting in his office was Kutuzovsky, one of the 

grunt work crew captains. 

ñThe line is open. No incidents to report. The last 

train of the day is expected é pretty soon.ò His thick 

Russian accent had always intrigued Henry; the Russians 

had infamously retreated from the world stage when they 



lost millions to starvation. Henry tried to delve into 

Kutuzovskyôs past but with no luck. 

ñThatôs great news.ò Henry sat at his desk, 

instantly the entire desk surface lit  up with work plans, 

budgets; everything he needed to run the operation. He 

flicked on the 3D printer and the H-pro, a device that 

displayed his plans in a tactile 4D projection that Henry 

could stick his hands into to manipulate complex 

problems. 

ñWe do have a problem.ò Kutuzovsky looked 

more serious than usual.  

ñAnd that problem is?ò 

ñThat insolent fool, Doug. Heôs a danger to the 

crew.ò 

ñHeôs lively.ò 

ñHeôs a nefarious son-of-a-whore.ò 

ñA nefarious éò Henry trailed off and laughed. 

ñWhat evil plan did he hatch to boil that Russian blood?ò 

ñHe sold home-brewed vodka to the employees.ò 

ñDuring work hours?ò 

ñAfter.ò 

ñSo the issue is what?ò 



ñIt was better than mine.ò 

ñOuch, no wonder you are annoyed.ò 

Kutuzovsky managed a wide smile. ñIôm clocking 

off. Enjoy your graveyard shift.ò 

The container vibrated. Henry checked the 

schedule. A kilometre-long cargo train full of supplies for 

Tusita thundered toward them. 

ñItôll be great once these quantum tracks are 

installed,ò said Henry, the vibrations growing. ñGliding 

trains, faster than anywhere else in the world. Youôd never 

hear or feel it coming. Now thatôs some technology Iôm 

glad Tusita has produced.ò Henry frowned. ñBit early?ò 

ñIt is, work crew finished ahead of time at the 

border.ò 

ñHey Kutuzovsky, can I ask you a personal 

question?ò 

ñHow personal?ò 

ñWhat do you think about Tusita?ò 

Kutuzovsky looked around and his mouth 

twitched slightly. ñI think that the suffering of a few is 

worth it.ò 

ñDo you really think they are all criminals?ò 



ñI think it doesnôt matter. They are a means to a 

greater end.ò 

ñBut by now there must be families? Theyôve been 

in there over one hundred years.ò 

ñOr they ship in new batches of criminals. You 

ever seen the cargo the trains brought in?ò 

ñNo.ò 

ñPeople. I swear this.ò 

The container begun to rattle as the train 

approached. 

Henry held onto the framed photo on his desk of 

Hal and his father after Hal's first victory. The gentle 

vibrations shuddered up his spine. The noise growing like 

a storm in a forest. 

ñYouôre either powerful, or youôre weak," said 

Kutuzovsky. ñItôs a choice.ò 

Henry saw a bright flash of yellow light before he 

heard the sound. A sound that numbed him. Deafened 

him. Took his breath away. His lungs tightened, like 

standing next to the huge speakers at a music show and 

the drum beat pounds into you as the air is sucked away. 



The container rocked backwards, eerily slow, but 

Henry understood how fast events were unfolding.  

A feeling of weightlessness flooded him. He 

clawed forward at anything bolted down to save him. His 

brain scrambled for ideas on how he would survive a 

seven-storey fall in a shipping container. Then, the tipping 

point; the knife-edge between rocking on a chair and 

falling backwards. Acid collected in his throat. 

Kutuzovsky looked furious. His coffee had burnt his 

hands as he stumbled forward to Henry. Then the 

container slammed back into position. Both men hit the 

floor. The world sped up for Henry; he knew thereôd been 

an explosion. He heard more, further away. He crawled to 

the door, which had jammed. Kutuzovsky rose to his feet 

and kicked it open.  

Henry scrutinized the site. The bright orange light 

of the flames littered the landscape. Something moved in 

the foreground; a man on fire rolled in the dirt. Temporary 

buildings had collapsed. The kitchen that housed five 

hundred hungry workers had three cargo carriages 

speared through it. People running, limping or deathly 

still. The tracks buckled and twisted up in the air like 



branches on a winter tree, stark against the dark blue sky. 

Down the line, three more explosions decimated the 

tracks. Toward the city, another explosion erupted like a 

volcano spitting smoke and debris upwards; the train 

cargo carriages tossed aside like toys. 

Henry turned to Kutuzovsky. òReady for this?ò 

ñFor what?ò 

Henry ran down the steps and shouted orders to 

anyone in earshot. This puzzle didnôt faze him, despite its 

vast and horrific nature. The priorities were clear and he 

knew how to move the pieces. 

Kutuzovsky followed him, accessing the 

Troposphere and pinging off Henryôs commands 

instantly. Emergency crews scattered to all corners of the 

site; he ordered cutting equipment from storage, 

makeshift infirmaries stitched together and erected 

quickly, and the hospital alerted for a blood order. 

Henry called out to the first men and women he 

saw to start a headcount to match the digital count of 

workers. It became clear that over two hundred people 

were dead and the injured were too many to count. A 

residential tower had collapsed into the work site. Henry 



hit the ground running. The vantage heôd had at seven 

floors up had helped him map out the areas most at risk 

and the buildings that were no longer structurally sound. 

He moved his assets around and evacuated risk areas. 

At the back of his mind, a dark anxiety took shape. 

He knew questions would be asked. He knew the Long 

Rail would be hurt, and the executives would be looking 

to wield the axe swiftly. He re-focused; this wasnôt about 

him. 

Wherever he pointed, packs of people ran to and 

implemented his commands. The entire site was his 

chessboard now. Overhead, a fleet of quad-copter drones 

from the press darted, circling like vultures. As they 

beamed their live feedback to the twenty-four hour news 

networks, Henry used the feed to maintain an aerial view 

of the site. He moved his pieces around the board and 

watched the news to see the effect. His ear vibrated; an 

incoming call from Hal. 

ñYouôre on the news, Iôm looking at you right 

now,ò said Hal. 

ñIôm a little busy buddy.ò 



ñIôm on my way to you right now. Anything I can 

bring to help?ò 

ñNope, just get here and talk to Kutuzovsky. He's 

got a list longer than your last opponent's reach.ò 

ñYeah, thanks for that. Be there soon.ò 

Henry didnôt stop moving. The entire work site 

transformed from a temporary city to a temporary hospital 

within an hour. The owners of the Long Rail had arrived 

too, with teams of forensic experts and investigators. The 

axe men he called them. The axe men demanded a 

meeting with Henry. He refused. He worked until he 

completed his tasks. He made the axe men wait over three 

hours. 

When he stepped inside the office, his ears took a 

few seconds to adjust to the quiet. The door closed softly 

behind him. Henry shook his head to adjust his senses. 

Three men in suits stood around a small metal table. Most 

of the office lit  up with the pale green light of 

holoprojectors. Henry moved carefully, afraid to 

accidently knock a plan out of place. 

ñItôs alright Henry, I know what you are thinking,ò 

said a tall thin man with a bushy beard and the start of a 



receding hairline. ñYou can walk through them; you wonôt 

change a thing.ò 

ñHuh, fancy.ò Henry cleared his throat. ñThey are 

usually so delicate.ò 

ñTop of the line.ò The man smiled. ñIôm Eric 

Walker, Iôm your vice president.ò 

ñYes sir, I know your name.ò 

ñHenry relax, youôve had a long day. This city has 

had a long day and it might not ever be the same again.ò 

ñWhatôs the latest count?ò asked Henry.. 

ñOver five hundred dead; the civilian count will  

continue to rise significantly as data arrives from the 

multiple sites hit.ò 

ñDo we know who did this?ò 

ñIôm afraid not. There is significant friction, as 

you are well aware, between the West and the Kingdom. 

The Government is concerned about the western revival 

and their kindness to us now has a limit.  Naturally, 

Minister Chea is leading this propaganda and now this 

attack muddies the waters. Adds weight to his conspiracy 

theories. However, we will  discover the truth.ò 



ñHow did this happen; why would anyone attack 

the rail? Itôs the source of all goods in and out of the city 

and Tusita.ò 

ñWhy did it happen? Complicated. Chea might be 

right: our competitors in the West want to destabilise the 

Kingdom and expose the secrets locked in Tusita. Or it 

could be our neighbours in China and India. Maybe 

terrorists, or a government ploy to pass stricter security 

measures. And the how?ò  

Walkerôs posture stiffened. ñIt happened because 

our security has become sluggish.ò 

ñI take full responsibility for that,ò Henry said. 

ñAs foreman, I should have been tougher.ò 

ñHow long have you been with us?ò 

ñA long time, Mr Walker,ò replied Henry. 

ñLike your father?ò 

ñYes.ò Henry looked down at his feet. 

ñYou are some way behind him, arenôt you? Big 

things were predicted for you after your father's career 

with us.ò 

ñYes, but different times. And I like what I do. I 

like helping the workers. The doers.ò 



ñTonight, you have excelled. You have left your 

fathers long shadow.ò 

ñI do love my work.ò Henryôs voice cracked. He 

sensed the axe rising. He shivered. 

ñYou have been a loyal and dedicated employee 

and today, you were a bright light in a dark time. We thank 

you for that.ò 

ñWhat?ò  

ñYour actions saved lives and during this time of 

political friction, you also saved face for the Long Rail. 

We are able to portray ourselves as victims and not 

incompetent, because of the endless news coverage of you 

organising the entire site and saving lives. You are the 

number one trend exploding across the Kingdom. You are 

now on the frontline in the fight against terror.ò 

ñThe frontline?ò 

ñTake a coffee and sit down.ò 

One of the men stepped forward with a cup of 

black coffee. 

ñThe situation is under control now. Youôve seen 

to that and you should be proud. Weôve placed 

Kutuzovsky in charge of the re-build.ò 



ñWhat? Why? I can do that.ò 

ñYou are our public face right now, Henry. And 

the public want answers.ò 

ñBut Iôm a foreman.ò 

ñYouôre a hero right now. A hero to millions of 

people. And we have a new job for you. As you know, 

tensions between the Kingdom and China have been 

rising for some time. The West is the bridge between the 

two, and itôs in all our best interest to keep our 

relationships productive. We believe terroristsðthe Wo 

Shing Group, a potential breakaway Chinese army 

factionðis responsible for several terror attacks recently. 

You are to be our public face of this investigation. Weôve 

got a team in place; they are following several leads, and 

we have one lead weôd like you to follow up on, before 

presenting our findings in a press conference. Weôve 

promised a speedy reply to this outrage. In three days, 

youôll be addressing the press in a joint statement with the 

Kingdom's top brass.ò 

ñIôm not the man you want for this. Seriously.ò 

ñSeriously, this decision comes from the very top. 

You strike me as a fast learner. Your first task is to go to 



the walls of Tusita; one of the weatherboard slums has 

produced inflammatory propaganda recently. We have 

identified a lead for you also. Your uncle Jack lives in that 

slum. Talk to him and see what you can uncover about the 

source of the propaganda. Report your findings back to us 

and weôll draft your speech. Questions?ò 

ñIôm not comfortable with this at all.ò 

ñHenry, thatôs a statement.ò 

ñSorry,ò said Henry and looked at his feet. ñYou 

want me to go talk to Jack, and then read a speech?ò 

ñYes. You should consider this a big step up. Your 

salary has already been updated. You will  soon have risen 

further than your father ever did. There is one other thing 

we need for you to do immediately.ò 

ñWhatôs that?ò 

ñThe press is outside. They are waiting for you. 

Tonight you are the hero of the Kingdom; people need 

good news as the sea level rises, and more failed states are 

added to the long list. All  you need to do is answer a few 

questions. Itôs a simple piece; they love you.ò 

ñIôve done a little public speaking to my workers, 

but the press? They maul people for a living.ò 



ñYou are their darling today.ò 

Henry shifted about awkwardly trying to deflect 

the attention and compliment. 

ñAnything off topic I should steer away from?ò 

ñYes. The cargo and anything to do with the 

Flower Factory in Tusita.ò 

ñThe what factory?ò 

ñFlower. It makes flowers; their pollen is laced 

with synthetic highs or lows, depending what mood you 

are in. Henry, youôll learn a lot in the coming days. Itôs a 

complicated world, but we trust you.ò 

The door opened for Henry. He begun to wander 

out, dazed, when Walker called after him. ñHenry, the cup 

of coffee. You might want to leave that here.ò 

ñSure.ò Henry put the coffee down on the floor. 

He stepped outside and two large men led him to one of 

the many hastily-built medical shelters. The drones 

swooped down on Henry as he took his position. The fifty  

or sixty dronesðall the size of a human headðfought and 

jostled each other for the best position, then all started 

shouting questions. The audio was as clear as if fifty  or 

sixty people were there. A feed appeared in his augmented 



reality too; an ordered list of the questions chaotically 

shouted at him. He picked the top one.  

"How do you feel?" 

ñI, errr éò The drones instantly fell silent. ñI feel 

fine. A bit shaken up, and sad for all the families and loved 

ones that have lost someone today.ò A slight pause. Henry 

worried heôd said something wrong before the questions 

hammered again. 

ñWhat cargo did the train carry?ò 

ñI donôt know exactly. Itôs another routine cargo 

delivery. We get thirty or so a month.ò 

ñWho did this?ò 

ñI donôt know who did this. Whoever they are they 

are cowards.ò Henry immediately regretted his words. He 

had no idea how many people were watching him right 

now. 

ñThe Flower Factory has recently piggy-backed 

routine cargo.ò 

ñThe Flower Factory is piggybacking routine 

cargo? I donôt understand the question. This was a routine 

train, pure and simple. Nothing to do with the Flower 

Factory.ò 



ñYouôre a hero. How are you going to celebrate?ò 

"With my brother and a beer.ò 

A man in sharp blue suit stepped in next to Henry. 

ñThank you all for attending. There will  be more updates 

when we have them.ò 

The two large men whisked Henry away from the 

press.  

Immediately the news headlines were out there. 

Some led with óEveryday hero saves lives and celebrates 

with beerô. Others led with conspiracy theories like óHero 

today, but villain tomorrow?ô, óLocal employee says the 

Flower Factory is piggybacking routine cargoô, óThey are 

cowards?ô and óWho is Henry Underhill?ô. 

Reviews of his performance flooded in. The 

consensus? Mixed. 



 Channary, Mae and Rome and the terror  

attack 

 

Sirens blazed past and in their drag, a rush of cool 

air that they embraced. Their t-shirts clung to them like a 

mother to her baby. ñI swear this is the hottest night of the 

year,ò said Channary, the energy draining from her as she 

lifted her hand and wiped the sweat from her temple. 

A pack of smoking monks ambled across their 

path at a busy intersection, everyone unconsciously 

moving out of their way. Pchum Ben festivities were in 

full  swing, bangs and rumbles echoed in the distance. An 

almighty bang shook windows and stopped Rome. He 

stuck his fingers in his ears. People stopped for a second, 

then laughed and continued to light more fire crackers. 

ñThat was loud,ò said Rome. 

ñYeah, and super early,ò replied Channary. ñSee 

the sticky rice balls?ò She pointed at the vendors. ñThey 

are supposed to be thrown over the side of pagodas to feed 

our dead. They stopped selling rice years agoðnot 

enough to feed the livingðso whatever you do, donôt eat 



those balls. They are plastic. The hospital isnôt far away.ò 

She weaved through the thickening crowds 

ñSo everyone gets involved in the festival?ò asked 

Mae. 

ñYeah, even non-Buddhists. Itôs like Halloween 

these days, even you lot do it.ò 

ñItôs nice isnôt it, crossing cultures, people coming 

together?ò 

ñI guess.ò 

ñWhere weôre from, the Christians have flame 

throwers and like to burn the unworthy.ò 

Channary opened her mouth to reply. She pulled a 

funny, confused face instead. 

Several loud bangs echoed in the distance. The 

cheap plastic tables full of plastic rice balls vibrated. The 

dirt street shifted slightly. A brief pause to the chatter 

before normality resumed.  

ñWhat was that?ò asked Mae. 

ñProbably the underground,ò said Channary as she 

blinked. ñNothing on the major news networks. I bet you 

now itôs a cave in. You will  never catch me in an 

underground tunnel. So whatôs the idea when we get to 



the hospital? They arenôt going to stick a needle in you 

and test our blood.ò 

ñThey will  if I say Iôve got signs of Ebola. 

Standard practice to do a blood test,ò said Rome. 

Mae looked at Rome and grinned. ñYou clever 

boy. If I was a dog, Iôd hump your leg right here and now.ò 

ñYou got a better idea?ò 

ñA better idea than Ebola? How about the 

plague?ò 

ñWe'll figure it out.ò 

ñHoly shit,ò said Channary. 

ñWhat? Whatôs happened?ò said Mae. 

ñAn explosion at the Long Rail. The reports say 

itôs a terror attack.ò 

ñThe Long Rail?ò 

ñYeah, rail is the only climate-friendly way to 

transport anything. Itôs the lifeline of the city and Tusita.ò 

ñSo thereôll be lots of casualties,ò said Rome. 

ñPeople are dead,ò said Channary. 

ñAnd people will  be injured, theyôll be doing 

blood tests, asking for blood donors.ò 



ñRome, take a second. Where did your heart go? 

She said people have died.ò 

ñAnd thousands are already dead. Remember 

walking over their bodies? Remember Danny and Hazel 

on my café floor as they took their last breath?ò He turned 

to Channary. ñWhere is it? Where is the bomb site?ò 

ñThe press drones are at the site and it looks like 

they are setting up emergency shelters there. The scale of 

the attack, itôs huge.ò 

ñBut where is this place?ò Rome grabbed 

Channary's arm. 

ñNot far, a couple of kilometres away.ò 

Rome jogged over to one of the thousands of 

bicycles dotted around and hopped on. ñLetôs go.ò 

Mae jumped on a bike too. ñChannary, do you 

know the way?ò 

Channary took a bike. Sand filled her legs; her 

hands hesitated. She took a worried breath and then her 

eyes narrowed with purpose. ñFollow me.ò 

She set a fast pace. The police cleared the streets 

of all other vehicles so the ambulances sped to the 

bombsite uninterrupted. The three bikes followed in their 



slipstream. They saw the hundreds of press drones first. 

Quad-copters, remotely controlled from national 

broadcasters, buzzed like flies around a carcass. They 

turned a corner and saw a giant crane, leaning over, 

cracked, ready to collapse. 

The scale of destruction overwhelmed them. 

Buildings had crumbled, smoking debris all around. 

Traffic lights flashed red and green before crushed tuk-

tuks. Shop signs shattered and stuck out of the rubble like 

signposts to the past. At the heart, the twisted train tracks 

and cargo containers littered the landscape. Too many to 

count. All  around, dark shapes. Motionless. The dead. 

Thousands of people moved about like zombies. 

Disorientated. Bleeding. Covered in dirt. The explosion 

had derailed the train; it had ploughed into several housing 

blocks and eventually the giant construction site. The 

ambulances funneled in toward a giant makeshift tent 

hospital.  

Rome threw his bike aside, picked up a piece of 

shrapnel, took a deep breath, and stabbed himself in the 

shoulder.  



ñAre you kidding me?ò Mae jumped off her bike 

and ran to him. ñYou asshole, you utter asshole. Couldnôt 

talk about it first, could you?ò 

ñI planned it on the bike.ò He staggered forward 

and she held him. ñI might have gone a little too deep.ò 

ñAsshole.ò She squeezed his hand and kissed his 

forehead then leant in to inspect his wound. 

Channary and Mae helped him to a long 

assessment queue. The nurse analyzed his wound and 

nodded. ñJoin that queue.ò She pointed at another line. 

After a fifteen minute wait, another nurse took the three 

of them inside the tent hospital and sat Rome down on a 

wooden crate. 

ñDo you know your blood type sir?ò the nurse 

asked. Rome shook his head. ñThatôs a dirty piece of 

metal youôve got there. Iôm going to take a quick blood 

sample okay? Weôll fix you up.ò 

ñI might have a disease,ò Rome whispered and 

pretended to pass out. The nurse took the sample and ran 

off. Rome opened his eyes and smiled. 

ñIdiot,ò Mae whispered. 

ñSo what happens next?ò asked Channary. 



ñAre you always this perky?ò said Mae. 

ñUsually.ò 

ñWhatôs wrong with you?ò said Mae. 

ñADHD," said Channary. 

ñArenôt you supposed to turn light switches on and 

off, like, twelve times exactly?ò 

ñNo thatôs OCD.ò 

Mae wrapped her arms around Channary and 

hugged her tight. ñThank you.ò Maeôs voice crackled and 

her eyes welled up. She pulled away sniffing. A different 

nurse dressed Romeôs wound and they sat in silence 

watching the injured and the incredible blur of motion of 

the emergency teams. 

ñWho are you?ò a stern voice enquired from 

behind them. 

A team of doctors had converged. Two guards 

flanked them. 

ñDid you check his blood?ò asked Mae. 

ñI said who are you?ò 

ñRome and I are escapees from Tusita. You should 

call your boss.ò 



ñHe is on his way. I wanted to talk to you first.ò 

The doctor leaned in. ñYour blood is remarkable.ò His 

voice softened. 

ñRemarkable how?ò 

ñThereôs an aggressive type of blood cell, 

something Iôve never seen before. I know this sounds 

crazy but I think your blood might help my research into 

infectious diseases.ò 

ñHere, take a sample of this.ò Mae handed the 

doctor a tube of serum. ñBut make sure you give it back. 

We need it more than you. That keeps us alive a day 

longer.ò 

ñWhat is it?ò 

ñAnswers and questions.ò 

ñTake this for the pain.ò The doctor handed Rome 

a sheet of pills. ñOne a day and youôll not feel any pain.ò 

ñThank you.ò 

ñYou realise as soon as they figure out youôre 

here, theyôll lock you down.ò The doctor glanced over his 

shoulder. 

ñAs soon as who figures out weôre here?ò 

ñThe Government, the Chinese. Itôs a long list.ò 



ñThatôs what we are hoping for.ò 

ñTo get caught? They wonôt listen to you. Itôs in 

their interest to keep the status quo. But your blood, itôs 

too important. Your only hope is the Independence 

Movement.ò 

ñHow do we find them?ò asked Rome. 

ñThereôs a protest tomorrow.ò He looked at 

Channary. ñDo you know where é?ò 

Police marched in and surrounded them. The 

sergeant ordered Rome, Mae, and Channary to quarantine. 

Four tarps were pulled up to create a quarantine area. A 

western man that seemed to be in charge protested at the 

use of space; he wanted more room for more beds to treat 

the wounded. The police werenôt listening. Guards 

surrounded the quarantine. Rome, Mae and Channary 

were left inside the tarps. The argument outside raged on, 

but ended swiftly when a car pulled up. A few words were 

spoken in a hushed tone and then: silence. 

Rome looked at Mae. His arm was patched up but 

weeping. An expression clouded Rome's face. Channary 

could see the fog of doubt overcome him. 



ñWell,ò said Mae, ñnot everyone in power is a 

villain.ò 

ñTrue," said Channary, ñbut the Kingdom's 

government has ruled for forty-two years, winning every 

election with a landslide. Iôm sure theyôre not all villains; 

maybe theyôre just bent like an elephantôs tusk.ò 

ñCorrupt we can work with," said Rome softly. 

A soldier pulled aside a tarp. A tall Khmer man 

shuffled in. Hands dug into his pockets. His suit finely 

tailored to his wispy frame. 

ñHmmm,ò he murmured, taking his time to look 

all three of them up and down. He took his glasses off and 

gently put them in the top pocket of his pale blue shirt. 

ñYou two, I understand.ò He nodded at Mae and Rome. 

ñYou, I donôt.ò He faced Channary head on and narrowed 

his eyes. 

ñIôm a zoo guide,ò she said. 

ñI already know that. I know the facts about you. 

The motivation I donôt. Why assist these refugees?ò 

ñIôm éò she searched for her next words, but lost 

them. 



ñSheôs our middle man é well, middle woman é 

for a lucrative deal," said Mae. 

ñAnd your name is?ò 

ñIôm Mae, this is Rome. Whatôs your name?ò 

ñAnswer me quickly. What deal have you come to 

make?ò 

ñWe could make you rich.ò 

ñI am already wealthy.ò 

ñIôm talking world-rich, not Kingdom-rich.ò 

ñYour bargaining chip?ò 

ñA connection.ò 

ñGo on.ò 

ñThat serum the doctors are looking at right now 

was given to us by someone from the Independence 

Movement. They live here in Phnom Penh.ò 

ñI can extract that information from you by other 

methods.ò 

ñBut you donôt have a way in, do you? A way into 

the Independence Movement.ò 

ñGo on.ò 

ñRome and I are already in. Channary is our guide. 

We can get you inside the Independence Movement.ò 



ñYou have my attention.ò 

ñWe have an urgent coded message that we need 

to put out on live state media.ò 

ñI can arrange that. Youôll need to go through a 

state sensor first. Youôll need some sleep and some 

clothes too.ò He scratched his thin chin. ñMr Hour. Thatôs 

how you refer to me. Wait here.ò He shuffled away. 

Rome gently held Maeôs hand and softly said, 

ñYou are an amazing liarò. 

ñThanks.ò 

ñAmazing buffalo shit,ò Channary leaned in. 

ñChannary, listen. Weôve got nothing left to lose 

and I donôt know what sort of trouble we are going to 

cause but we donôt want you or your family to suffer. Get 

out now. Just run at the first chance you get.ò 

ñAre you kidding? This is the most fun Iôve had in 

a long time.ò 

Mae laughed. ñYou know, you might be the most 

wonderful person Iôve ever met.ò 

  



 

 

Henry and Rita. 

 

Henry got home at 4am. The adrenalin had worn 

off. He was exhausted but not ready for bed. His modest 

apartment on the tenth floor of a good neighborhood 

seemed dull to him now. Something stirred inside him, 

something stronger than heôd known before. It excited 

him and scared him. 

He poured a cup of tea and walked onto his 

balcony. The vertical farms and apartment towers blocked 

most of his view, which would have been stunning. But 

when he leant on the left railing of his balcony, there was 

a gap between two buildings, and in that sliver, a faint arch 

of light. The biggest and greatest city on earth: Tusita. If 

he squinted on a clear day he see what he now understood 

to be the smoke stacks of the Flower Factory and the five 

towers at Tusitaôs centre that ruled over it all. 



A call lit  up his Troposphere. Rita. He accepted 

the call quickly, and her face popped up in his 

Troposphere augmented reality. 

ñHenry, you wonderful goon! I see youôre a little, 

tiny bit busy.ò 

ñHa. Yeah, itôs not been your average day.ò 

ñAverage day? You are the master of the 

understatement. Stop thinking, get out of your head and 

take a long deep breath. You should be the most satisfied 

human on the planet right now.ò 

Henry took a long breath and did feel calmer. 

ñHey, what exactly are you doing? You look like 

youôre leaning over your railing.ò Henry stopped looking 

at Tusita and at one of the cameras that mapped his home 

and enabled 3D calling. 

ñErr yeah, I was looking out at Tusita.ò 

ñScheming again?ò 

ñNo, a little worried.ò Henry smiled but inside he 

cursed himself. Sheôd disarmed him instantly.  

ñYouôre the Kingdom's new hero. So tell me, what 

does a hero worry about?ò 

ñIôm not a hero.ò 



ñYou so are, now shut up and take the 

compliment.ò 

ñIôm worried our time is up here.ò Henry looked 

down at the street, toward a pack of monks on motos 

buzzing out of a pagoda. ñThat bomb; it was so organised. 

Itôs like it was trying to send a message.ò 

ñThere are bad people everywhere. That bomb is 

for the powers that be, not for us.ò 

ñAnd what is it telling the powers that be? That the 

artery for this city and Tusita should be severed? If so, 

why? Is it about us? Is it about every western climate 

refugee? The Government has been far more aggressive 

recently, clamping down on our work permits.ò 

ñHenry, stop. We are here now. Besides, where 

would you go?ò 

ñI hear the Netherlands are good this time of year.ò 

ñYeah, nice if you are a fish.ò 

ñCan you believe itôs been twenty years since it 

fully fell to the ocean?ò 

ñWow, that makes me feel old. Like the first time 

an album you loved as a teenager has a twenty or twenty-



five year anniversary. So how old does that make the 

Kingdom's sea walls?ò 

ñToo old.ò He laughed. ñWe could go to Nepal.ò 

ñWe? Youôre dragging me along to Nepal with the 

few hundred thousand gunmen? Great, letôs get a holiday 

home there.ò 

ñWhat about America? I heard they are rebuilding 

over there now.ò 

ñThey are, I read a report the other day that said 

there could be up to ten million of them now. But if you 

make it past the school shootings, religious extremists and 

twenty-four-hour news channels, youôve still got one big 

problem.ò 

ñWhatôs that?ò 

ñDid you hear that story out of Denver recently?ò 

Ritaôs tone saddened. 

ñNo.ò 

ñWell, they are plagued with blackouts after the 

strain on the electricity grid got too much, ya know, after 

the last batch of the New York refugees set up camp there. 

Anyway a right wing political party set up a big strike. 



People stayed home protesting, and during the strike, 

loads of people hooked in and played video games.ò 

ñVideo games? What are you, like a hundred years 

old?ò Henry laughed. 

ñWhatever, I still call them video games. Anyway 

this one kid, twenty years old, heôs playing a game where 

heôs running a castle. Other gamers decide they like his 

castle and attack it. The kid is running about organising 

his defenses, prepping his army, protecting the civilians. 

Itôs a big job. The attackers tried a few times to scale the 

walls and he beat them back, so they decide to wait him 

out. They laid siege to it. Nine days later, they go for it. 

Full scale assault. This time, thereôs no defense; the kid 

wasnôt issuing orders. The attackers swarmed in and 

hunted the kid. 

"They found his avatar standing still, doing 

nothing. Apparently that shouldnôt happen. So the 

attackers tracked him down in real life. They contacted his 

neighbour to go check on him. The kid was dead. Twenty 

years old, obese, had a heart attack. He died in his video 

game world as a king of a doomed castle, and in the real 



world, no-one cared enough about him to make even the 

smallest amount of contact in nine days.ò 

ñThatôs awful.ò 

ñAmerica would be the last place in the world you 

would find me. Iôd rather take my chances with the 

Nepalese gunmen or live next to the creaking sea wall.ò 

ñI get your point. We are lucky.ò 

ñWe are. Nothing and nowhere is ever perfect. Itôs 

damn easy to forget but our lives are not that bad, so live 

them.ò 

Henry smiled, his breathing slow and calm. The 

city didnôt seem so big and scary with her words inside 

him. 

ñAs always, you are right.ò 

ñItôs a curse.ò 

ñThis is home now.ò 

ñHome is where the heart is Henry, and my heart 

is in my chest.ò 

ñI wish I felt like that.ò 

ñMaybe one day you will.ò 

Henry looked up and away from his cameras. 

ñRain is moving in.ò 



ñWell get inside, dumb ass.ò 

ñRita, we need to catch up. You free tomorrow?ò 

ñJust work. Fancy lunch?ò 

ñYes. Iôll come to you.ò 

ñSweet dreams.ò 

ñYou too.ò 

She hung up, Henry walked inside calmly, and 

assured himself that the call was finished and then 

punched the air like a kid. ñIôm gonna ask her out, Iôm 

gonna ask her out,ò he kept repeating. ñThis time, itôs my 

turn, itôs my turn.ò His newly discovered confidence 

pumped through him.  

  



Channary, Mae, Rome and the inner circle  

 

Mae, Rome, and Channary were escorted from the 

bombsite in an armored vehicle by soldiers. The traffic 

parted for them and they cruised to a huge development in 

the heart of the city. Like a black slab of power, the giant 

block building had sucked up all signs of life around it and 

conquered the landscape utterly. The Ministry for 

Information and Enlightenment.  

Mr Hour respectfully greeted them at reception. 

Heôd changed into a formal, charcoal grey, double-

breasted suit with gold buttons. The reception was a 

cavernous empty space with one desk, no chairs for 

guests, and lots of elevators, all colour-coded for various 

departments. In silence, Hour escorted them to a pink 

elevator with a sign reading óMessaging Departmentô. 

They emerged into a brilliantly lit  room and 

squinted, dazzled and confused. At least ten doors were 

before them with no labels. Across the walls, framed 

headlines like óMigrant baby boom: children steal your 

jobsô, and óThe welfare cheats sleeping with your wifeô. 



Hour ushered them through a door that lead to a 

long corridor. Light music played with a loud monologue. 

Mae and Rome didnôt understand the language. Hour 

clicked his fingers and the monologue switched to 

English. 

ñé The Kingdom's strength is from its people. 

Proud, loyal people. Family people. Any threat to the 

Kingdom is not aimed at the Government, itôs aimed at its 

women and children." The monologue continued, listing 

the Prime Ministerôs long list of achievements, including 

becoming the worldôs youngest piano master, and an 

internationally award-winning golf pro. Finally, they 

reached the end of the corridor with three unmarked 

doors. Hour led them through one. More doors, more 

corridors, until Mae, Rome, and Channary had lost all 

sense of direction. Eventually they stopped when a door 

led to a large, warmly-lit  room, with the air con set to 

perfection. They sat on comfortable couches. Ice cold 

drinks and snacks were laid out for them. 

ñPlease enjoy,ò Hour said. 

Rome stretched his injured arm. ñClever,ò he said. 

ñWhat is clever?ò replied Hour. 



ñWeôve got no idea where we are. This room is our 

sanctuary, so we better be good or weôll never the see the 

light of day again.ò 

ñYou did receive the extended induction.ò A smile 

flashed across Hourôs thin lips. He unbuttoned his jacket, 

sat down too, and took a long swig of cold water. ñIôve 

been elected as your sensor for your broadcast.ò 

ñConvenient," said Rome. 

ñEfficient,ò Hour replied. ñIôm a businessman. 

Tell me exactly what youôd like to say live on air. Once 

you have told me, youôll have your opportunity to speak 

on The Kingdom Today.ò 

ñHow many people watch it?ò 

ñAround eighty percent of the population. Itôs 

compulsory to watch a ten-minute section, of which you 

will  be the main focus. I want this deal to work. I donôt 

want to be forced to hurt you to extract information.ò 

ñYou need us for the connection, you understand 

that. Your threats donôt work here,ò said Mae. 

ñWhich is why Iôm showing faith in you. Do not 

waste my time.ò 

ñWe wanted to tell people ... ò Mae begun. 



ñStop. I donôt want to know what youôd like to tell 

people. I want word for word. We will  pre-record your 

statement and you will  follow the approved words. 

Deviate from a single word and weôll run a segment on 

patriotic dogs.ò 

ñBut itôs a coded message to our contact," said 

Mae. 

ñTry me.ò Hour folded his arms. 

ñIôll do it," said Rome. Mae narrowed her eyes at 

him. ñMy name is Rome, this is my partner Mae and we 

are refugees from the city of Tusita. We live and die in a 

giant prison to produce technology that benefits you all. 

The city is separated into districts; each with its own 

unique problem to solve. We come from New Hanoi and 

with little resources, weôve built power generation and 

storage solutions that help you. We are not criminals like 

youôve been taught. We are people just like you, with 

hopes and dreams and flaws.  

ñThe walls donôt keep us in the prison. The Flower 

Factory genetically modifies the pollen in millions of 

flowers pumped into the districts. We are dependent on 

the pollen. And thatôs how the Flower Factory instigated 



a massacre. They murdered every man, woman and child 

in New Hanoi. They modified the pollen and released an 

aggressive strain that choked everyone to death. Mae and 

I were the only people to escape.ò Rome paused for a 

drink of water. 

ñFirstly,ò said Hour, ñthere is no chance of this 

propaganda going live. Secondly, I donôt understand the 

code in the message. Third é ò he blinked a few times 

and everyone left the room. As he waited for them to 

leave, he sat motionless; he didn't seem to breathe. The 

door closed. ñThird, this room is now secure, only us.ò 

Hour leaned forward. ñYou are fools. Do you understand 

how lucky you are?ò 

ñWhat do you mean?ò asked Mae. 

ñI saw through your ruse. What you actually have 

is far more useful.ò 

ñIt wasnôt completely a ruse. We were contacted 

by an organisation in New Hanoi. Thatôs how we got 

caught up in this mess: they wanted us to be free. And if  

we are on national media, theyôll know who we are.ò 

ñAnd so will  every terrorist and corrupt minister 

in the army and government.ò 



ñArenôt you corrupt?ò croaked Rome. 

ñOf course I am, but money is my weakness. The 

ones you should be careful of are the power hungry.ò 

ñSo what do you want?ò asked Rome. 

ñI want you to tell your story, in full,  to the right 

people.ò 

ñThe right people?ò said Rome. ñThatôs everyone. 

We survived a massacre. Do you comprehend what that 

means? Thousands of people died. Our friends and 

families. Those responsible will  face justice.ò 

ñYou want justice? I understand but donôt be so 

simple. You canôt have justice when people are murdered. 

You can only have revenge.ò 

ñAnd you get rich?ò said Rome. 

ñThere is profit for me in your revenge.ò 

ñDeal.ò Mae held out her hand. 

ñMae, what are you doing? Heôs as bad as the 

enemy," said Rome. 

ñHe didnôt kill  anyone yet and we donôt have time 

for ethics," said Mae. 

ñIôm glad you agree.ò Hour shook Maeôs hand. 

ñNow tell me exactly how the massacre happened.ò 



  



 Henry, Uncle Jack and the enemy 

 

Henry yawned as he approached the army 

checkpoint. The Kingdom Today's compulsory broadcast 

lazily echoed around his car. Henry had learnt over the 

years to block it out. This morning two westerners were 

banging the conspiracy drum about Tusita. The armed 

guards ushered Henryôs electric car into a barbwire pen. 

A scanner buzzed overhead as a team moved in to assess 

the threat level of a two-door hatchback. Henry had only 

made this trip a handful of times and the security protocols 

frequently changed. He was less than fifty  kilometres 

from Tusita; past this point, heôd be on his own. An army 

sergeant with arms the size of Henryôs torso tapped on the 

window. 

ñBlood,ò he said. 

Henry offered his thumb. The sergeant chipped a 

device on. It stung Henryôs thumb as it took a small blood 

sample and uploaded all data the Troposphere had on 

Henry to the sergeant. 

The sergeant blinked a few times and downloaded 

a report on Henry. 



ñReason?ò he asked. 

ñInvestigating the Long Rail sabotage.ò 

ñYou have a twenty-four hour pass.ò His 

shoulders relaxed as he waved away his team. 

ñThank you.ò 

ñI would suggest you keep a low profile. We donôt 

want to be fishing another dead body out of the swamps.ò 

ñGetting bad up there?ò 

ñSince the wall came down last week, all hell has 

broken loose.ò 

ñSince what wall fell?ò Henry straightened up in 

his seat. 

The sergeant shook his head. ñFifteen million 

people live in the capital and you have no idea whatôs 

going on next door in the place that keeps you going.ò The 

sergeant looked away. 

ñPlease, what wall?ò 

ñThe security wall between districts twelve and 

fourteen.ò 

ñHow?ò 

ñDo I look like an engineer? There was an 

explosion, it came down, thatôs all I know.ò 



ñOkay thanks.ò Henry searched for information on 

the districts as he pulled away and drove down the long 

straight road. Swamps lay to the east and west, but he was 

heading north, straight for the beast. 

The giant walls, dark and unmoving, loomed over 

a favela big enough to surpass any in Brazil or Mexico. 

With nowhere to go and nothing to lose, refugees from all 

over the world tried to gain access to Tusita, but they all 

failed. They believed that Tusita wasnôt a prison; that it 

was safety from the horrors they had to endure. Now, 

three generations since the exodus, they lived in the 

shadow of their broken dream and called it home.  

Henry enabled the auto drive and slunk back in his 

seat, accessing the Long Rail's database on the 

Troposphere. The Long Rail granted him access to secure 

research to help his investigation and he devoured 

information. Quickly he discovered that districts twelve 

and fourteen had halted the production of technological 

advances. District Twelve ð New Hanoi ð was tasked 

with uncovering new ways to generate and store power, 

but they had not been given a power grid or a power 

station or much building material. Until recently, theyôd 



made huge steps forward in tiny power storage devices or 

gadgets that created power from human movement and 

put that energy back into the grid. 

District Fourteen ð Little Tokyo ð were tasked 

to deliver new forms of food production. Monthly food 

shipments into Little Tokyo never delivered enough to 

feed everyone. Theyôd made some big steps forward, but 

in the last few months, there was nothing but silence.  

He sat up, unsettled by the information the Long 

Rail had kept secret. He took control of the car again as 

he begun to pass a few weatherboard houses, bruised by 

the sun and rain, with creeping vines squeezing tight. 

His Troposphere flashed red; a message also 

flashed up on his windshield and dashboard: ñAttention: 

you are now entering a weather-controlled zone. Ensure 

you have enough water for your visitò. The message faded 

away. Henry had forgotten that seasons didnôt exist for 

Tusita. The idea was that people are happier and more 

productive in the summer and so the rainy season was 

blasted away. The city was surrounded by silver ion 

rockets that ensured any rain fell well outside the city 

boundaries. 



Henry hit the Barnacle slum an hour later. The 

streets were heaving with people, either bartering for 

cheap goods or crowded around public screens showing a 

local football game. Henryôs Troposphere had a little red 

arrow pointing him toward a bar with several foosball 

tables and a lively crowd in football shirts. Henry had 

carefully packed for his visit; heôd ditched his suit in 

favour of bare feet, a vest top, and his legs looking like 

twigs in shorts. He stepped out of his car and the full  force 

of the heat smacked him: forty-four degrees Celsius. He 

swayed and held the car for a moment to be sure of his 

balance. Then a sharp pain cut into his pale white feet. The 

scorched dirt burnt him. 

Henry walked over to the packed bar, trying not to 

grimace as his soft city feet endured a liv ing nightmare. 

The temperature rose as the bodies inside produced a 

bonfire of heat. 

ñHenry!ò A call came out from inside. People 

moved aside but their eyes stayed fixed to the screens. A 

large man emerged, middle fifties, but heôd lost none of 

his bulk from his boxing days. 



ñUncle Jack,ò Henry said, delighted, and let out a 

huge sigh of relief. 

Jack bear hugged Henry and grinned like heôd won 

the championship. ñHell on earth, how long has it been? 

Ten, maybe fifteen years?ò 

ñSixteen since my old manôs episode.ò 

ñEpisode! Ha! You are too polite, always have 

been. Iôd have called it a manic mental meltdown myself.ò 

ñWell, heôs much better these days. Keeps himself 

to himself and doesnôt go out much, which is good for us 

all.ò 

ñGood. I tried getting in touch with the old bastard 

over the years, but ya know how these things go. Anyway, 

enough about the past; youôre here. Youôve lost a little 

hair, but youôre still a skinny fucker.ò 

ñSee, I told you I was never going be a boxer.ò 

ñSo what are ya?ò 

ñChief grunt on the Long Rail.ò 

ñAh, you run the work crews?ò 

Henry nodded. 



ñSo you might not be fighting with your hands, but 

youôve got the fighting spirit, keeping a bunch of gruff 

fucks like me in line has got to be a hell of task.ò 

ñYeah, it is. And you are looking good.ò 

ñDonôt horseshit me, this never ending sun has 

battered the shit outta me. Still,  Iôm happier in the 

Barnacle than I ever was in that rat hole capital.ò 

The crowd screamed out and people jumped all 

over each other. "Goal!" they chanted all around in several 

different languages. Jack looked at the screen and smiled.  

ñFuck me! Maybe you are a good luck charm. 

Listen, I know weôve got some serious business,ò Jackôs 

huge hands grabs Henryôs bony arms, ñbut this is much 

more serious: five minutes to go and itôs two-two. Grab a 

beer and watch it with me, like we used too.ò 

The game ended as a draw. The post-match 

analysis begun: people formed groups debating missed 

chances and playersô performances. 

ñShit, we needed to win that. Well, that makes li fe 

harder, but not impossible," said Jack as he led Henry 

away from the bar and down the busy market street. ñStill 

into your sport?ò 



ñNot so much; more a chess man these days. Well, 

chess-boxing. Iôm sure youôd approve.ò 

Jack grinned. They passed shops and makeshift 

market stalls, constructed from scavenged wood and 

metal.  

ñWhere do you get all the power from?ò Henry 

looked around at the screens on shop fronts and speakers 

booming music on street corners. 

ñWe live on the edge of the greatest city in the 

world. Thereôs always a profit to make.ò 

ñYou should come drinking with me at my local 

bar, Finnes. Youôd fit  right in.ò 

ñOne day, if  we are lucky. But things are changing 

quickly. Look at the ground," said Jack. 

Henry looked down and noticed paper flyers 

strewn about with the market stall trash. 

ñThe movement grows," said Jack. 

Henry picked up a flyer. ñIndependent Tusita 

Rallyò read the headline. 

ñSo are they all criminals?ò 

ñOf course fucking not.ò 



ñDoes the Government know about this, and the 

rally?ò 

ñThe Kingdomôs spies are here, yes, they know all 

about it. Thatôs why youôre here.ò 

ñIôm not a spy.ò 

ñI know, but you work for them.ò Jack raised his 

eyebrows, looking for an opening to hit. 

ñIs the rally linked to the Long Rail attack?ò 

ñPotentially.ò 

ñBut, if the walls come down, and Tusita is 

independent, it would be a catastrophe. The Kingdom is 

dependent on Tusita.ò 

ñThe Kingdom swings its dick around and likes to 

treat Tusita like its own private tied-up whore. They are 

so completely corrupt.ò  

ñI wonôt argue with you there, but they are keeping 

us all safe.ò 

ñLies. Come on, youôre a smart man; they force-

feed you propaganda like itôs the truth. That the walls are 

protecting the people of Phnom Penh; that itôs full  of 

criminals; that outside forces are all planning to bend you 

over and spank you till  you bleed. But my friend, an 



independent Tusita could enter into free trade agreements 

with the world. Spread the fucking wealth about. 

Everyone wins. And here, we wouldnôt have to use a black 

market anymore; we can be independent too and the 

Kingdom has to act like an adult.ò 

ñAnd what if Tusita decides it doesnôt want to do 

business with the Kingdom? How long until the rockets 

start flying in?ò 

ñThen the rest of the world will  act.ò 

ñItôs a dangerous game.ò 

ñWell, itôs less dangerous than what is about to 

happen.ò He paused and looked at Henryða look that 

Henry had seen before. The look Jack gave at the start of 

a fight. ñI trust you; weôve got history, we are family. But 

we are going to cross a line together. If you are a Kingdom 

spy, Iôll turn and you wonôt know who I am.ò 

ñJack, Iôm not éò 

ñI already said I trust you,ò Jack interrupted. ñIôm 

making sure you understand, Iôm really not fucking about 

here.ò 

Two old men sat outside a crumbling shop sipping 

tea, playing checkers. Broken awnings and shutters hung 



at right angles and flapped in the breeze. Above the shop, 

a sign read óHomeless Shelterô. Jack nodded for Henry to 

enter. 

One of the older men got up and opened the door 

for him. Henry stuffed his hands in his short pockets and 

shuffled in. The shelter throbbed with people; none of 

them looked homeless. Henry had seen rooms like this on 

Troposphere shows before; these people running for 

political office. Slogans, and pretty-designed images were 

slapped about on the walls. The room was full  of energy, 

people running and talking fast.  

Jack walked past Henry, guided him into an office 

and closed the door behind them. 

ñWall,ò Jack said. 

The wall of the office lit  up. ñGood morning Jack,ò 

the wall said. 

ñWhat? You programmed the wall?ò  

ñHello Henry,ò the wall said. ñJack didnôt 

program me, I was programmed in London, District Eight. 

I was exported here by éò The wall paused; it even 

sounded sheepish. 



ñItôs okay,ò said Jack, who was busy making two 

iced coffees. 

ñIllegal means,ò said the wall. ñIôm sorry, I 

havenôt learnt how to keep my mouth shut.ò 

ñWall is incredibly honest," said Jack. 

ñAI?ò asked Henry. 

ñYes, I have artificial intelligence. Most of us do.ò 

ñMost of us? How many of you are there?ò 

ñAt last count, 3,700. There would be more but 

each program is custom written, not one of us is the 

same.ò 

ñArenôt you going to take over the world, bring 

down humanity?ò said Henry. 

ñWhy would we do that? Iôve got a good job here. 

Jack feeds me challenging projects and besides, the world 

is a giant clusterfuck. Oh Iôm sorry, I shouldnôt swear.ò 

ñWall has picked up some of my bad habits, Iôm 

afraid.ò Jack gave Henry an iced coffee. 

ñHenry, Iôd advise you to sip that coffee. Iôve been 

informed from other guests that itôs like rocket fuel," said 

Wall. 



ñThanks for the heads up, Wall.ò Henry took a 

breath and narrowed his eyes at Jack. ñWait, how did you 

get the wall?ò 

ñWe traded on the black market.ò 

ñI understand that, but, how? Did you go into 

Tusita?ò 

Jack laughed. ñYou people living in the city have 

no idea, do you? Ya know, we think you are a failed state. 

You are deaf and dumb to everything but the Kingdom's 

message.ò 

ñYou didnôt answer my question.ò 

ñHenry, thousands of people come and go, in and 

out of Tusita every day. The Traders. Itôs an entire 

organisation dedicated to extracting the tech the city 

produces. Thereôs a train line underground. Itôs hidden 

from you lot at the Long Rail. You think your service 

station is the last stop. The Kingdom keeps many secrets 

and itôs the Traders that run it on the Kingdom's behalf.ò 

ñA train line into the city?ò  

ñYeah, you can buy a day pass.ò 

ñA day pass?ò Henry chuckled and shook his head. 

ñThereôs so much you donôt know.ò 



Henry scanned the images on Wall and begun to 

notice that wherever he looked, the wall would refocus the 

relevant information for Henry. ñHey, why are you doing 

that?ò 

ñBecause there are a lot of open projects and only 

one is relevant for you. Iôm showing you what you need 

to see," said Wall. ñHenry, you really need to see this.ò 

A video sprang up. A ruined temple. Shots echoed 

around before a large explosion. Dead monks. Then 

another video. A man, blindfolded. On his knees. Behind 

him, several men with their faces hidden began firing 

guns. 

ñHenry, these extremists are on our door stop,ò 

said Jack, crossing his arms. ñThereôs a militant Buddhist 

group in the Kingdom called Borobudur. Thereôs the 

Chinese who have endorsed a terror group the Wo Shing 

Group but of course, they could never be seen to have shit 

on their hands so theyôve never claimed any responsibility 

for them. The Government forces are fighting both these 

organisations. Itôs chaos. And these images,ò Jack pointed 

as footage of more executions rolled on screen, ñthis all 

happened inside the Kingdom. Remember what happened 



to the Sunnis and Shiites? They wrecked each other and 

the Middle East. We canôt let a minority of fanatics fuck 

up the entire Kingdom. Iôm a betting man and my bet is 

the Wo Sing Group are the ones to worry about. Thereôs 

a race on with India to be the worldôs only super power 

and China want it bad. The prize? Tusita. They want our 

Tusita.ò 

ñWhatôs this got to do with my investigation?ò 

ñWake up son. What do you think?ò 

ñThey want to destroy Tusita and theyôll kill  

anyone that gets in their way?ò 

ñBingo. I believe they know they canôt topple the 

Government so if they canôt have it, they donôt want 

anyone else to have it. Then they can fight for power 

without either side having access to a Queen.ò 

ñLove the chess analogy.ò 

ñI thought youôd approve. You want answers to 

the terror attack, they are there. One of those two terror 

groups did it. My money is on the Wo Shing.ò 

ñSo how do I sign up?ò 

ñSign up, to what?ò 

ñTo be a Chinese terrorist. Join the Wo Shing.ò 



ñChrist, I donôt know. Theyôre a terror group.ò 

ñSo I need to cause some terror?ò 

ñHenry, sober up.ò 

ñWell, how else am I going to find out? How do 

you join a terrorist group anyway?ò 

Jack turned away. 

ñYou know, donôt you? Jack, Iôm not a little boy 

anymore. This is my call.ò 

ñI know.ò Jack looked back at Henry, his eyes 

travelling over Henryôs receding hairline and the faint 

creases across his forehead. ñTheyôve got a Troposphere 

site, flyers, and if  you walk down the street and take a left, 

youôll find an entire wall of graffiti on how to join the 

Chinese fighters.ò 

ñReally, itôs that easy?ò 

ñYeah, but donôt get cocky son. Rumor is eight out 

of ten that apply get turned away. And Iôve heard reports 

that if they suspect you of spying, or if  you look at them 

the wrong way, theyôll execute you on the spot.ò 

ñGood to know.ò 

ñGood to fucking know? This ainôt a joke! They're 

goddamn terrorists.ò 



ñIôm smarter than you know.ò 

ñIôm sure you are, but this isnôt a game. You donôt 

have to do this.ò 

ñI know. But I will.ò 

ñWhy? Why risk so much?ò said Jack 

ñIôve got to go,ò said Henry. 

ñSee ya," said the wall. 

ñShut the hell up, Wall,ò Jack barked. ñHenry, you 

canôt do this.ò 

ñPeople like to say that to me, you know. Always 

have. For once, Iôve got the freedom to do whatever the 

hell I want. And I intend to.ò Henry walked to the door. 

ñThe power to choose. You know, Iôve never known what 

that feels like. I like it. Thanks Uncle Jack.ò 

Henry walked away. Jack stood frozen to the spot, 

seemingly unable to process how his nephew had grown 

into a man. Henry grabbed a flyer off one of the desks in 

the office. Driving out of the Barnacle, he set his auto 

drive and immersed himself in the Troposphere. The Wo 

Shing Group had a site like Jack said. Complete with kill -

death ratios and a leader board of martyrs and potential 

martyrs. He joined online. 



Instantly he was bombarded with information. 

ñYou are now a soldier in the global fight against tyranny 

in all its forms. You are fighting the terror and extremism 

of the so-called elected governments. Your actions will  

define you and your generation. The Kingdom's 

government holds the world to ransom; they starve us all. 

You are the force that will  ruin them.ò 

ñJack you are wrong,ò Henry whispered. ñThey 

donôt want to destroy Tusita. They want it.ò 

There were three ways to join to become a gold 

member and be invited to gatherings of like-minded 

heroes. Firstly, pay a huge sum of money; secondly, 

attend a recruitment seminar; thirdly, commit an act of 

terror and provide evidence of this act of liberation. 

Henry wasnôt rich and didnôt fancy meeting 

potential executioners at a seminar. He had to commit an 

act of liberation. He didnôt want to hurt anyone, but 

liberation could come in many forms. Karma concerns 

struck doubt in his heart until he remembered a Kingdom 

proverb: ñDonôt fear karma if  youôve got a gun in every 

lifeò. He shook his head. Heôd lived in the Kingdom for 

far too long.  



He gazed out the window and dreamed about Rita. 

She was his ticket to a good life. He knew it. Sheôd 

approve of him bringing a terror group to its knees. Heôd 

expose the Chinese and the Long Rail would promote him 

into a senior position. If he had the balls to do that, he had 

the balls to ask her out. ñSheôd want me,ò he whispered. 

He accelerated. The lunch catch-up with Rita hung out in 

front of him like a golden carrot on a short stick. 

Henry shot past rusty signs for the Bayon valley; 

once home to several thriving villages, but then the floods 

came. Seven weeks of constant rain. The news never 

reported the villages washed away in mudslides. Bodies 

mingled with debris floated down the river for months 

afterwards. The Government viewed those villages as a 

pest in the path of a rail network expansion. The 

community resisted all efforts and with the media taking 

the villager's side, the community won. The rain had done 

the Government a favor. Henry lived in a remorseless 

world. 

Henryôs father had said ñthank God for thatò when 

news broke that the rain had washed the village and its 

people away. There were few moments Henry liked to 



recall, but that was one of them. The moment he found 

purpose, to be a better man than his father. 

Stubs of homes flicked out of the lush green fields. 

The Long Rail and the Government decided not to press 

ahead with the expansion due to budget concerns. Bayon 

valley existed as a reminder that a person is powerless. 

Henry slouched back into his seat, uncomfortable, and 

wondered if his father was right.  

 

 

Channary, Mae, Rome and the nail house 

 

Theyôd spent two hours in make up, much to 

Romeôs displeasure. He reminded everyone that they had 

less than a week to liveðperhaps lessðand time was 

precious. Mr Hour simply ignored him. The make-up 

team assured Rome that while he looked like a cartoon in 

the mirror, heôd look great on the Troposphere. Channary 

had been through seven outfits before picking the perfect 

one. Mae remained quiet the entire time. 



Hour worked with all three of them on their 

speeches. Heôd assured them that their goals were aligned 

with his. Mae understood he was using them like she was 

using him.  

The simple format allowed Mae and Rome to 

speak to camera, with Channary translating. The entire 

Kingdom would listen. Hour lined up a celebrity scientist. 

The scientist verified their claims about the pollen and 

Channary translated word for word. Then Hour secretly 

transferred them to an undisclosed secure location. He 

assured them that theyôd be safe and comfortable, that he 

had to do his work now, and their message would spark a 

fire that could not be doused. The news about the 

massacre had to wait. The public wasnôt ready for that yet. 

ñThat was awful,ò said Rome staring intently at 

the blacked out glass. He couldnôt see the street. Hour had 

packed them into a private car half an hour ago. 

ñWe got some of our message out there,ò replied 

Mae. 

ñWho would take us seriously? I looked like a 

cartoon character.ò 

ñThe message is more important.ò 



ñYou sure about that?ò Rome shook his head. 

ñRemember that Christian reformer that wanted to help 

the rottos?ò 

ñWhat's a rotto?ò Channary asked. 

ñYou'd be one in New Hanoi. Darker, a little 

different. Racism is alive inside the walls too.ò  

The car pulled up at an overgrown driveway and 

two men escorted them through the back of a run-down 

garden. Scraps of old machines lay all about, grass crept 

up the machine parts and creepers strangled the fence. The 

house wasnôt any better. Someone lived here, but they had 

given up looking after the place a long time ago. A piss 

bucket in the corner, crusted with urine, despite the fully 

functioning toilet that had become a breeding ground for 

spiders. A large dark living room had its windows semi-

boarded up, like the owner was preparing for the end of 

the world, but died halfway through. The back door 

locked behind them and two guards were posted outside 

the front door; this was home for now. 

ñWhere the hell on earth did that nut sack shove 

us?ò said Mae. 



ñNut sack? You were shaking his hand not too 

long ago," said Rome. 

ñThatôs before he put us in this tomb,ò she replied. 

ñItôs a nail house," said Channary. 

ñThat doesnôt sound good," said Rome. 

ñDepends on your perspective," said Channary. 

ñTo some, the nail house is a beacon of hope; to others, 

they represent the end. The owners here have refused 

payment from developers to leave. So the developers 

develop around them. If you live in a nail house, you are 

left to wither and die. So itôs either an act of defiance or a 

reminder that those in power always win.ò  

ñWhat message does that send us then?ò said 

Rome. He limped to the window and peered out behind 

the planks of wood. The nail house was boxed in on two 

sides by a giant development. ñThis is going well,ò he 

said. ñAny reaction to our interview on the Troposphere?ò 

ñOh, just a little.ò Channary said dryly. She 

squeezed her thumb and index finger together and blinked 

a few times. ñThe Kingdom has fricking erupted. Your 

trending number one across, like, everything.ò 

ñWhat are they saying?ò asked Mae. 



ñThat you are frauds. That you are the real deal. 

That you are Chinese terrorists looking to overthrow the 

city and sell it off. That you are true leaders of the 

Independence Movement. Thatôs what you wanted, 

right?ò 

ñI guess.ò Mae kicked fragments of a broken plate 

to the side. ñWe wanted to expose the horror of Tusita to 

the world, to tear the walls down and free the people. We 

wanted to throttle those who had us trapped our entire 

lives.ò 

ñOne out of three isnôt a bad start,ò Channary said. 

ñEveryone is talking about what happens behind those 

walls now. Thereôs already a movement to change the 

school curriculum.ò 

ñWe didnôt tell them about the deaths of every 

single person we know: our families, our friends. Iôm still 

powerless. I want to feel powerful," said Rome. 

ñWelcome to my world.ò Channary looked out the 

window and down the street at the food lines queuing at 

street corners. ñYou might have been trapped in a physical 

cage, but itôs not much different out here. Different 

systems of control.ò 



ñSo we sit here?ò said Mae. ñI didnôt live through 

a mass murder and terror attacks to sit on my ass and wait 

for a self-confessed corrupt official to hatch whatever plan 

he has for us.ò 

ñChrist alive!ò Rome raised his voice, but cooled 

immediately. ñMae, take a second will  you? Letôs think 

about this.ò 

ñNo, letôs do something. People know our face 

now; they are talking about us. Weôve got the power. We 

donôt need to wait for Hour or anyone anymore. Letôs do 

what we set out to do.ò 

ñThinking got us out of Tusita alive, didnôt it?ò 

Mae crossed her arms and leant against the front 

door. ñRome remember the last time you were wrong?  I 

was outside your café and you made a promise, then all 

these calamities started raining down?ò  

ñIôm sorry, I didnôt mean to say it like that. God, 

you are gorgeous when you are fired up.ò 

ñDamn right Iôm fired up! I donôt trust Hour.ò Mae 

wiped the sweat off the back of her neck. ñAnd apology 

accepted.ò 



ñWell, we are here now and we need to figure out 

our next move. We are not escaping any time soon. The 

back door is locked, and the front door is guarded.ò 

ñYeah, but this is a nail house," said Channary. 

ñThe developers will  often dig tunnels under and around 

the foundations to destabilise the place. Force the owners 

out. There'll be a weak wall, or a part of the floor, thatôs 

ready to give way.ò 

ñThereôs a way out? Letôs find it," said Mae. 

ñWait.ò Rome held his hands up.  

ñWhat the hell, Rome?ò 

ñThe guards.ò Rome looked out the window. 

ñThereôs two of them and theyôve both got their backs to 

us." He pushed a piece of wood aside for a better look.  

Mae and Channary stared out. 

ñFuck it,ò said Mae. 

ñWhat? I donôt understand.ò said Channary. 

ñHour would know there is a way out of here," 

said Rome. ñHeôs smart. Does he want us to escape?ò 

ñThe professorôs right,ò said Mae. ñEither he 

wants us to escape and heôs helping us, or he wants us to 



escape and heôs not helping us. We might have already 

come to the end of our usefulness.ò 

Silence. They listened to the noises outside: 

mothers gossiping, stall holders complaining about taxes 

and the squeeze on food prices. Tuk-tuks and motos 

beeped their horns, and the monks' chant blared on loud 

speakers. They all stood watching the world through the 

wooden barricade.  

The graffiti on the wall read, ñGrandmother we are 

sorry.ò 

Channary squinted ñThat looks like Thom 

Tiphsaear, the Big Market. We are in Chama Mon. Itôs a 

Khmer-only neighborhood,ò she whispered. 

Pagoda finials jutted above the rooflines, looming 

over shops, teahouses, pharmacies. Cats fought under the 

trees for scraps of food, before a mother with two children 

rushed in and swung a few kicks at them. She fed her 

children with the reward from the dirt.  

The streets of Chama Mon were full of people 

that afternoon. Some were moving fast, rushing around 

on important errands, haggling loudly over homewares, 

hailing tuk-tuks with shrill whistles. Others wandered 



slowly through the throng, remembering the old world 

and dreaming of the shops that used to be there. 

Everyone moved independently of each other yet 

harmoniously, with one common thread. 

ñDo you see that?ò Mae whispered to Channary 

and Rome. ñTheyôre all taking a good look at the guards.ò 

ñWhat sort of neighborhood is this?ò asked Rome. 

ñYou probably donôt want to know,ò replied 

Channary. 

ñThat bad?ò 

ñThey are good people. Honest. Pushed too far. 

Earlier this year, a peaceful food protest turned violent. 

They werenôt happy at a new government program that 

fed climate refugees for free. People that looked like you. 

It turned into a riot when the police used tear gas and 

sticks to shut it down.ò 

ñSo people here donôt like us or the Government," 

said Mae. 

ñThose guards are clearly Government," said 

Channary. 

ñAnd they are causing unwanted attention. Why 

would Hour put them there? Why would he put us in a bad 



neighborhood? Even if we did escape, weôd be singled out 

in seconds," said Rome. 

ñWell,ò said Mae, ñthink about it.ò She quickly 

glanced at Rome. ñIf Hour is trying to help us and put us 

in here to make it seem like he was not on our side for the 

sake of his superiors, he definitely wants us to escape. But 

if heôs already got what he needed from us and doesnôt 

want to be the one to silence us, to keep his hands clean, 

heôs hoping we escape and get caught in a bad part of town 

and all hell breaks loose. Heôs waiting for a riot.ò  

ñHow about I escape?ò said Channary. ñIôll blend 

in and I can get some friends to help us out.ò 

They tore the place apart. Quietly. Part of the 

basement only needed a little kick and the wall crumbled 

away to a dark bore hole. Channary accessed the 

Troposphere, downloaded a night vision app, and set off 

into the tunnel humming a pop song. Mae kissed her on 

her forehead before she left. 

A small crowd gathered outside the nail house 

when Mae and Rome returned to the living room. 

ñWhat do you think they are gossiping about?ò 

asked Mae. 



ñThey know we are here.ò 

ñDonôt be so paranoid.ò 

ñIôm a realist, you know that.ò 

ñThereôs a fine line between the two and you jump 

back and forward over that line like a drunk grass hopper.ò 

ñI donôt like sitting still and waiting," said Rome. 

ñOh my god!ò Mae threw her hands in the air. ñAn 

hour ago, you didnôt want to leave and now, you donôt 

want to be here.ò Her voice rose. 

ñNo, I wanted a plan.ò Rome raised his voice too. 

ñWhich we have! Itôs this thing called trust. You 

canôt do everything yourself. Trust Channary.ò 

ñAnd Hour?ò 

ñWait a second.ò Maeôs tone deepened and she 

held Romeôs hand. ñI donôt like the look of that.ò 

A crowd of people congregated outside the house. 

One man left the crowd and approached the guards. There 

was a passionate exchange. Lots of hand gestures. 

ñYes, that really doesnôt look good," said Rome. 

ñTheyôll be attacking the house soon," said Mae. 

ñItôs all going to plan,ò a voice said behind them. 

It was Mr Hour. 



ñHoly fuck!ò Mae yelped. ñYou trying to give us 

a heart attack?ò 

ñMy apologies. Itôs time to go.ò 

ñWhereôs Channary?ò 

ñWe picked her up. Sheôs safe; sheôs waiting for 

you. Now we should move.ò Two men walked into the 

living room and stood beside Hour. ñItôs about to get ugly 

outside and we donôt want to be here for that.ò 

Mae moved toward the front door. ñWhat if we 

are?ò 

ñThen your story is over.ò 

ñAnd your plans?ò 

Hour remained silent. The crowd barked outside. 

Mae reached the door. ñIôm betting this is unlocked right? 

Easy for them to break in.ò She twisted the door handle. 

ñWhat on earth are you doing?ò His calm tone 

cracked. Hour stepped forward.   

ñYou need to understand something,ò she said. 

ñWe want our revenge. We donôt care about your grand 

schemes.ò 

ñOdoom, Borin, escort our guests out through the 

tunnel.ò 



The two men moved for Rome and Mae, but Mae 

opened the door a crack. 

ñCall your men off or youôll be running for your 

life.ò 

The two men hesitated and looked at Hour. He 

gestured for them to stop. 

ñFunny,ò said Mae, ñmy grandmother used to say, 

óyou only have one life. But if you live it, and you live it 

the way you choose, one life is all youôll ever need.ô Iôve 

got a few days left to live and Iôm going to live it my way. 

Do you understand me?ò 

ñI do. I plan on living for a long time,ò Hour said. 

ñBut those guards outside. They are from the Prime 

Ministerôs personal guard. They are ferocious. Their flaw 

is that they believe they are better than everyone else. 

They are incredibly good at angering a crowd. Theyôll be 

over-run soon and that crowd will  tear us to pieces. So 

please, letôs end this quickly.ò 

ñSimple. You locked us in this tombðdid you 

have a plan?ò 

ñYou had an escape route. I put you here knowing 

that. You canôt go around shouting about injustice and 



corruption. The unjust and corrupt will  silence you. Youôd 

be a news cycle blip, your story gone in a day. You need 

to be the faces of a legacy. You need to be martyrs to your 

message. I needed time to set into motion a string of 

events that should benefit us both. I needed a government 

crackdown, another riot. And I needed my superiors to 

believe I was taking care of you.ò 

ñWhy the riot? We donôt want innocent people to 

suffer.ò 

ñInnocent people will  always suffer. This is about 

the greater good. A riot today provides a smokescreen to 

move you about until we are ready to strike. The 

Government wonôt care about you for a day or two if there 

is a riot. They get distracted easily. Iôm not asking you to 

trust me. I can walk away now and I lose an opportunity. 

Thatôs all. Youôd lose your revenge.ò 

ñWhatôs the next step?ò asked Mae. 

ñTime you meet the enemy of the Kingdom.ò 

  



 

 

Henry, Hal abuse a favour  

 

The news was everywhere. The whole Kingdom 

was talking about it. The entire fishing fleet was out at sea 

and had not returned. Fish prices instantly soared. Rita had 

been called back to work and Henryôs heart dropped to his 

feet, his shoulders loaded with the weight of the world. 

Their lunch date was cancelled.  

ñItôs the price thatôs got people up in arms; not 

seen a single report on how it happened,ò said Hal. The 

brothers dodged the motos and crossed the street toward 

Finnes. 

ñYeah,ò Henry huffed. 

ñHenry. Buck up.ò 

ñHow the hell do a hundred boats go missing?ò 

said Henry. He struggled for the words. 

ñMaybe it was a tsunami?ò Hal tapped his index 

finger and thumb together. Henry noticed. Hal only did 

that when he was nervous. 



ñThe alert would have sounded by now,ò said 

Henry, trying to focus his thoughts away from another 

missed opportunity with Rita. 

ñSo when half of Japan sunk, you think four 

million people got the warning theyôre all gonna die? Not 

a chance. They let them die in peace.ò 

ñA tidal wave isnôt a peaceful way to go Hal.ò 

ñNo, but knowing youôre gonna die and waiting 

for it? Thatôs got to be worse. Itôs like those birds getting 

slaughtered.ò 

ñOh God.ò Henry finally found his feet in the 

present. ñFirstly, are you comparing the Japan disaster to 

birds? And secondly, are we really going to do this 

again?ò 

ñFirstly, smartass, no Iôm not, and secondly, birds 

are clever. That bird flu extermination let them know the 

end was coming. You saw those pictures of the 

flamethrowers and the bait they lured them in with. The 

first blast of flames and they knew their time was up. And 

they had to wait their turn for the flames and watch as 

other birds burned. They tried to fly away. Man, that was 

fucked up.ò 



ñTheyôre birds Hal. Itôs all instinct. Thereôs no 

plan. Look, I canôt do this now.ò 

ñWhatôs up?ò 

ñI need your help. The investigation. I need to do 

something éò Henry looked around for the words, ñé 

dangerous.ò 

ñHenry, come on. No job is worth it. I love you, 

youôve been my brother and my father but you go nuts 

sometimes and you need to know it. You should see a 

shrink. That job is not good for you. They got their claws 

into you something chronic. No job is worth it.ò 

ñThis job and my life are fixed together. The better 

I do there, the better I am. This is a huge opportunity for 

me. A life-changer.ò 

They walked up the steps of Finnes. ñLetôs get a 

drink,ò Henry said. ñHear me out and then tell me if  Iôm 

nuts.ò They entered the bar. 

ñGentlemen," said Finnes from behind the bar. ñI 

believe I barred you.ò 

ñWell Henry has powerful friends these days, ya 

know," said Hal. 



ñDonôt I know it!  They keep coming here and 

leaving gifts for you. Iôve been told that Iôm responsible 

for delivering them to your hands. I get the feeling that if  

I donôt, Iôll lose my hands.ò 

ñMore gifts?ò said Henry. 

ñThereôs enough gold watches and rings and 

necklaces to start a high-end jewelers back here.ò 

ñAnd Iôm assuming youôve got some sort of 

business plan?ò 

ñFunny you should ask that,ò Finnes said. ñI do. 

When I was trekking in the Myanmar jungle on an 

expedition for the lost city of éò 

ñFinnes,ò Henry interrupted, ñwhy donôt you write 

it all down and pitch it to me?ò 

ñReally? Pitch it. Sure. You fellas want a drink? 

On the house.ò 

Several people turned their heads. This was an 

absolute first. Henry and Hal stared back at him with 

mouths wide open. Finnes didnôt wait for a response. He 

poured two ice-cold beers and presented them in record 

time. 



ñThanks,ò Henry muttered, still shocked. Finnes 

zipped off to his office. 

The brothers sat on the veranda. After a few 

seconds, the fan above their table whirred into life. 

Another first. 

ñHoly shit, Finnes must have some serious ideas 

on how to make some cash.ò Hal laughed and took a long 

swig of beer. ñSo you wanted me to tell you youôre nuts, 

right?ò 

ñNo, I wanted you to hear me out first, then tell me 

Iôm nuts.ò Henry leant in and talked quietly. ñHal, I need 

to commit an act of liberation to gain access to a terror 

group that is secretly funded by the Chinese to destabilise 

the Government and rule Tusita.ò 

ñYeah, you are nuts.ò 

ñBut as soon as Iôm part of the group, I can find 

out their plans, tell the Long Rail, and they are going to 

tell the Government and thatôll be that. The terror attacks 

stops. People donôt need to be afraid. Surely thatôs worth 

the risk?ò 

ñHenry, itôs not you. You canôt do that.ò 



ñI know, Iôm always the skinny weak one. Youôre 

the boxer, dadôs the brilliant but flawed engineer, and Iôm 

just Henry, right? The sensible one, doing the boring 

things so you can live out your dreams with my support.ò 

ñCome on, itôs not like that.ò 

Henry looked away. His face boiled red. He stared 

down at the street. 

ñOkay, letôs pretend for a second,ò said Hal. 

ñWhat does this act of liberation look like? I mean youôre 

talking about a terror attack, right?ò 

ñYeah, basically, but it wouldnôt hurt anyone. Itôd 

be more of a statement. Like some vandalism or 

something. I havenôt really figured it out yet.ò 

ñChrist.ò Hal leant back in his chair and gently 

shook his head. 

Rathbone walked onto the veranda. Folded under 

his arm was the only printed newspaper in the city. The 

Government-funded Kingdom Post was a propaganda 

tool, but Rathbone read it like millions of others.  

ñHey Rath,ò Hal said desperate to escape the 

conversation with Henry. ñCome and join us.ò 



ñHello boys.ò Rath threw the newspaper down and 

slumped into the chair. ñSee that?ò He nodded at the 

paper. The front page headline read óBiggest tax break for 

farmers in historyô. 

ñAm I missing something? Thatôs good news 

right?ò said Hal. 

ñLooks like it, doesnôt it?ò said Rath. ñIt means 

that farming is swiftly to become a popular profession. 

Which means Iôm going to swiftly become bankrupt. 

Theyôve hung the noose up for me.ò 

ñRath come on, it canôt be that bad," said Henry. 

ñFood imports arenôt going to stop overnight.ò 

ñBut you can be damn sure the Government is 

about to screw me and all the other importers. They want 

more people out there farming to feed the demand so they 

donôt need to deal with other countries.ò 

ñThereôs no way the Kingdom can have enough 

farmers to feed everyone, they need you.ò 

ñBut they donôt want us. If thereôs a lot more 

farmers, they can squeeze the importers dry. Iôll be honest 

boys, my business has taken a nose dive lately. This is the 

thing that will  kill  it off.ò 



ñRath, I could help you," said Henry. He leant 

forward with a wry smile.  

Hal screwed up his face. ñHenry, donôt.ò 

ñYou canôt help me, six months and Iôm gone.ò 

Rath ran his hand through his greying hair. 

ñYouôre insured right?ò 

ñWhat? Of course I am.ò Rath crossed his arms, 

then his eyes darted about, realising what Henry was 

trying to say. ñA workplace accident?ò 

ñA fire?ò 

ñDestroy the business before it dies a slow death.ò 

Rath rubbed his cheeks for a moment. ñOkay, but the 

Kingdom will  drag me kicking and screaming through the 

red tape and itôll be a long time before I see a payout.ò 

ñNot if it was a terror attack," said Henry. 

ñRemember the Advance Fashion garment factory fire? 

Terroristsða propaganda heaven. They immediately paid 

the owner, and theyôd do the same with you to keep you 

sweet and keep you quiet.ò 

ñI could live off the money and drink and whore 

myself to an early grave.ò 

ñIf thatôs your poison, drink it up.ò 



ñHow would you do it?ò 

ñAs you know, Iôve recently met some colorful 

characters.ò 

ñActually I donôt want to know. Plausible 

deniability.ò  

ñIôll burn one of your warehouses to the ground,ò 

said Henry. 

Rath picked up his paper and his drink. ñIôd better 

not be around you for a while. No offence.ò He stood up, 

nodded, then walked away slowly. 

ñHenry, are you fucking kidding?ò Hal leant in. 

ñItôs the best way. Rath wins, I win, no-one gets 

hurt.ò 

ñAnd how the hell are you going to find your new 

friend? He didnôt leave you his home address and a note 

saying ócall me!ôò 

ñNo he didnôt. We need to wait until the next 

tribute comes in.ò 

Finnes' offer of a free drink dried up after the first. 

Henry had second thoughts about Finnes as a business 

partner, but it was already too late. Each time Henry 

ordered at the bar or stepped inside to use the toilet, Finnes 



was there like a shadow, pitching half an idea to Henry. 

Four pitches later and Henry received the tap on the 

shoulder heôd been waiting for. 

ñHenry, I am Prak, I pay my tribute to you on 

behalf of the people of Norodom. Please accept this small 

token of thanks and friendship.ò Prak held out a small 

bamboo basket. His thick tattooed arms looked forged 

from years of Maui Thai fighting. Henry took a deep 

breath. 

ñThank you; I am honoured to receive this gift on 

behalf of your people. May I ask a question?ò 

ñOf course my friend.ò 

ñI need to ask Narith a favor.ò 

ñA favor? Iôm certain our organisation will  do all 

we can to accommodate you.ò 

ñI need to ask Narith himself. Is that possible?ò 

ñIt would be my honour to organise this. Follow 

me.ò  

ñCan my brother join us?ò 

ñOf course. Please follow me to my transport.ò 

Prak led Henry to a tuk-tuk outside. Henry had imagined 

it would be a limo or sports car. He turned to Hal, raised 



his eyebrows and wiped the sweat from the back of his 

neck. They stepped inside the tuk-tuk and sat down. The 

curtains were drawn. 

ñOur organisation prefers to blend in with the 

background,ò Prak gestured at the tuk-tuk. ñWe will  be 

there shortly. I have business to conduct. Please excuse 

me.ò Prak leant back and closed his eyes. Henryôs throat 

dried up like a parched well. Maybe this wasnôt such a 

great idea.  

 

*  

 

After twenty minutes, the tuk-tuk veered off the 

tarmac roads, rolled over a few holes down a dirt road, 

and came to a stop. Prak logged out of his work and 

opened the curtains to allow Henry and Hal to leave first. 

Prak silently led them down a dirt road. Henry 

looked for landmarks. He pieced together enough to tell 

theyôd travelled south of the city centre. Crumbling 

houses were packed together at the river front. This was a 

locals-only area. Kids playing on the street stopped to 

look Henry and Hal up and down. Henry sensed their 



resentment. His back shivered. His steps fell heavily, like 

he was walking through water. There were no friendly 

smiles here. 

Then Narith emerged from a small café with 

plastic chairs dotted about out front. He made his way 

around the chairs and shouted back to the owner. ñThese 

are friends.ò The mood on the street changed instantly. 

The kids beamed and laughed and returned to their games. 

One even shook Henryôs hand before asking if he wanted 

to buy a cigarette. 

ñHow are you my friends?ò Narith shook their 

hands. ñPlease sit.ò He pointed at a concrete bench and 

table on the edge of the riverbank, then shouted back at 

the café: ñThree ice coffees!ò He sat down with the 

brothers and grinned at them. ñIdeas on fishing fleet 

news?ò 

ñFish prices will  be going up for a year,ò said 

Henry. 

ñA business man. I like this. How do many boats 

go missing without a trace?ò 

ñTidal wave,ò said Hal. 

ñMaybe an attack,ò said Henry. 



ñInteresting. And what about farming tax?ò 

ñFarming will  be a popular profession.ò 

ñOpportunity all around us. So much change in 

one day. Exciting. Itôs what Buddha teaches us and what 

your gods do not. Life is change. Our deep faith in change 

and a little forced labor, mixed with technology of Tusita, 

has stopped advance of seas, and more importantly, held 

our society together when so many others have collapsed 

under weight of their arrogance.ò 

The coffees arrived. Narith carefully mixed his 

with powdered milk. ñHave you been receiving your 

gifts?ò 

ñI have, thank you for your generosity. I meant to 

ask you, what can I do with them?ò 

ñThey are gifts. Do whatever you want with 

them.ò 

ñSo thereôd be no offence if I started a business 

with a partner and sold them?ò 

Narith burst out laughing. ñYou people are so 

strange. They are status symbol among my people. You 

are supposed to wear them, show your friends what you 

have. But no offence will  be taken if you sold them. Tell 



me what plan you have. I take ten percent and help you 

sell them to the community for a good price.ò 

ñWill do.ò 

ñSo our nice small talk is over, yes? I am surprised 

and fascinated that you come to me asking a favour. 

Thatôs not how this is supposed to work.ò 

ñThings have changed dramatically.ò 

ñAre you afraid of me?ò 

ñNo. Thereôs a much bigger play happening than 

us.ò 

ñYou should be. I am what they call an extremist. 

I want all you refugees out of my country. There are a few 

exceptions, like you and your brother. Now we are 

friends, but if this favour causes me or my people trouble, 

we will  have a problem. Disgrace is washed away with 

blood. Are we clear?ò 

ñAbsolutely.ò 

ñSo ask.ò 

ñThereôs no more fish. The Government wants 

everyone in the countryside farming. They are terrified 

about the food shortage. The terror attacks are increasing. 

This Government is utterly undermined, and our city will  



be the frontline in the bloodshed. That affects us all. It also 

makes the food importing business vulnerable. The 

Government wants to lessen their dependence on them, on 

us barang. A good friend of mine wishes to cash out now 

before we all get kicked out into the countryside, or public 

opinion turns on us. He has a chain of food warehouses. 

Heôs a minor player in the industry really, so itôs not going 

to hurt too much to see him leave for good. Burn one of 

his warehouses down so he can cash in on the insurance. 

You need to make it look like a terror attack. Like the Wo 

Shing Group did it. Itôs Rathbone Industries. Thatôs the 

warehouse we need burnt.ò 

ñYou people. You are strange. You are like big 

lady that gets in tuk-tuk. A western whore who eats 

weeksô worth of food in a day and throws what she doesnôt 

want in bin. Her wristwatch like tight piece of elastic, 

glued onto her flesh because even her wrists are bursting 

with fat. She collapses into her seat and reads erotica 

novel in Troposphere to leave reality she occupies.ò 

Narith paused, took a swig of coffee, and looked 

out past the open sewer and to the kids playing in the junk 

collecting in a bend of the river. Henry looked at Hal, 



unsure if  he should respond. Hal shrugged his shoulders 

slightly. 

ñVery well.ò Narith returned his gaze to Henry. 

ñReally?ò 

ñWe have similar interests.ò 

ñNo-one gets hurt in the fire.ò 

ñYou have my word. Now, I need favor from you. 

I contact you at the appropriate time. Please, finish your 

coffees, take your time. Enjoy view. I have business to 

attend to.ò He shook their hands and walked back into the 

café. 

Henry and Hal downed their coffees. Several short 

but muscular men escorted the brothers to a waiting tuk-

tuk with the curtains drawn. Henry and Hal sat stiff and 

silently. The tuk-tuk pulled up near the royal palace. The 

brothers gingerly stepped out and the tuk-tuk pulled out 

into traffic, vanishing into the throng. The palace bustled 

with people and tourists.  

Henry laughed. 

ñNice touch, donôt you think?ò he said, hands on 

his hips, gazing at the golden palace. 



ñHeôd probably have the flag tattooed on him 

somewhere," said Hal. ñLoyal to his bones for his 

country.ò  

ñHal, tell me if  Iôm crazy.ò Henry turned to his 

brother. ñI have a feeling he was waiting for that?ò 

ñA telegraphed punch," said Hal and nodded. ñBut 

I canôt figure out who is hitting who.ò 

  



 

 

Channary, Mae, Rome and the temple 

 

The jeep bumped along a dirt track. They'd only 

driven a couple of hours but the concrete of the city was a 

distant memory. The jungle had sprung up quickly. Thick 

and dark, a creeping claustrophobia took a hold of Mae. 

Sheôd never seen a jungle. The temperature rose along 

with the humidity. Rome fanned himself and peeled away 

his vest top. Mae clung to her bottle of water like a lifeline.  

ñWhat happens if the jeep breaks down?ò Mae 

asked Channary. Channary smiled. Sheôd been picked up 

by Hourôs men at the tunnel exit. Now the three of them 

were bumping up and down in the back of a jeep on dirt 

roads.  

They passed weary-looking hamlets, duck farms 

and stilt  homes that were dangerously close to collapse. 

Men on motos buzzed passed them with live chickens 

strung up all over the bike, their beaks almost brushing the 



ground. Hour turned around and watched Mae and Rome 

who were staring out the window with jaws wide open. 

ñItôs an experience,ò Hour said, "for a foreigner. 

That's what they all say.ò 

ñI canôt believe they live here. Out here. In this 

darkness,ò said Mae. 

ñWhen you grow up in the jungle, you see 

opportunity everywhere. The city is the alien land,ò said 

Hour. 

They passed under an ancient arch with heads 

engraved on four sides. It seemed to appear from nowhere, 

but then they emerged from the jungle's tight grip into a 

giant clearing. A weight lifted from Mae's chest. A grand 

and old stone complex the size of a small city sprawled 

into the jungle, its stone fingers lost in the thick green. 

Dirty gold spires soared skywards. Stupas dotted about all 

led toward a giant causeway to the entrance. Between the 

stupas and along both sides of the causeway was a thriving 

market. 

ñI remember stealing my first dragon fruit aged ten 

from this market," said Hour. ñWelcome to my 

homeland.ò 



They walked down the causeway. People didnôt 

take a moment to look at them. Mae felt like a ghost; these 

people obviously had more important things to do. 

Spiders, rats, birds for sale; duck fetus and 

sparrow legs, laid out in messy rows. Jackfruits and 

durians piled up high. Smells of candy floss and vomit. 

Mae covered her nose and mouth.  

ñYou never worried about food in your prison, did 

you?ò said Hour. 

Mae shook her head. 

ñHere, itôs all you think about. Hunger takes up 

your whole day. People here are trading for a month of 

supplies. If you donôt get what you need today, you have 

to wait until next month.ò 

ñHow long has it been like this?ò she asked. 

ñSince your city was built.ò Hour handed them 

each a plastic bag, filled with a cloudy liquid and a plastic 

straw. The bag was one of many hanging by hooks on a 

stall. ñItôs juice, and itôs safe. You must be thirsty, your 

water bottle is empty.ò He looked at Mae, who was still 

clutching her bottle. 



They drank the juice quickly. Mae noted Hour 

didnôt say what kind of juice it was. 

ñWant a lotus salad? Maybe fried spider?ò 

Rome and Mae shook their heads but Channary 

took the offer of a spider. Hour led them into the temple 

complex. Amazingly, the deep, dark antechambers 

brought cool satisfaction. They moved through several 

busy intersections. The stones were rough cut, but worn 

smooth by years of bare feet passing through the long 

corridors. Nymphs etched into the walls told stories of 

victory and defeat of the ancient empire. All  those that 

knew their detailed meaning had long since died.  

They entered a terrace; below to their left was an 

older stone complex in ruins. The green wave of the jungle 

would soon devour all its memories. The crowds thinned 

as they walked up another flight of steep steps and into a 

courtyard. At the centre of the large square plaza, more 

steps led up to a small temple. Smoke drifted out from the 

entrance. They climbed again. The humidity took its toll 

and Mae and Rome both stopped for air. As they stood 

gasping at the temple entrance, an old woman in orange 

robes chanted before a shrine. The Buddha gleamed and 



the incense burned all around the room. The woman 

finished her chanting. 

ñSit down.ò she said, her accent thick. She 

remained sitting with her back to them. They sat on the 

mats. Hour bowed and left. ñIôve heard your story,ò the 

woman said, her head still lowered ñItôs fascinating.ò 

ñI wouldnôt say fascinating. Itôs our life,ò snapped 

Mae. 

ñI meant no disrespect. My mother found 

everything fascinating. A habit I have been unable to 

address.ò 

ñMy mother was too blunt to find anything 

fascinating," said Mae. 

ñA loss. Mothers can be wrong, despite the hope 

they are doing the right thing. The trick is to know when 

to listen and when to pick your own path.ò She turned 

around. 

ñPutir,ò Channary said and immediately showed 

the highest form of respect, raising her pressed together 

hands high above her head and bowing as low as possible. 



ñI am pleased you know my face. The longest time 

has passed since Iôve met with my people. Absence had 

set an ache in my heart.ò 

ñI had a picture of you on my wall as a child.ò 

ñThank you, but was my message also on your 

wall?ò 

ñOf course. óLock up our people, but there is no 

wall, bar or bolt that can contain our freedom.ôò 

ñTremendous. Perhaps we should include our 

friends in our conversation now?ò 

ñOf course. Mae, Rome, this is the Kingdomôs 

mother, Putir. Mother to us all.ò 

ñMore of a grandmother now." Putir smiled, took 

a deep calming breath, and addressed Mae and Rome. 

ñMy message does not age, but my body does.ò 

ñMother to the Kingdom, what does that mean?ò 

asked Rome. 

ñI am the leader of the opposition, exiled from my 

people for over a decade.ò 

ñPutir is the heart of our people,ò said Channary.  

ñAnd I am the only one with enough support to 

seriously challenge the Government. I have not elected to 



make a stand because I have little military support. It 

would be like throwing rocks at a well armored soldier 

aiming down the sights of a light machine gun. People will  

fight and die for their freedom, but nothing would change. 

Your news of the massacre inside Tusita changes our 

position.ò 

ñHow?ò asked Mae. 

ñA handful of us learnt that the Government 

controls what you call the Flower Factory, which in turn 

controls you. That control is supposed to guarantee the 

flow of technological advancements. The army has a deal 

with the Government that they get the first adaptation of 

all technology. After the army has it, they decide what 

goes onto the world market to be sold and what stays with 

them. It has meant other countries waiting on Tusita 

solutions have had a long wait. Pressure has grown to 

obtain two specific areas of technology: clean power 

generation and storage, which I understand is New Hanoi; 

and food production, which is your neighbors, Little 

Tokyo. The massacre of your people is a demonstration 

that the Government has lost control. The Flower Factory 



wants to be independent, it wants to rule Tusita and the 

army will  not be happy with the Government.ò 

ñWhat about the skyscrapers in Tusita? We call it  

The City Centre.ò Asked Rome. ñWhen I met with the 

leaders of Little Tokyo they believed the City Centre to be 

the heart of the evil. 

ñJoint operations between the Government and 

army; their eyes and ears. Infiltrated by the Flower 

Factory years ago. If the army is convinced that the 

Government has lost control of Tusita and the Kingdomôs 

people rise up, the army defects to our cause. The 

Government has loyalists, of course, but there is an 

opportunity here. However, they need assurances that you 

can work with your neighbors of Little Tokyo to start the 

flow of food solutions. We would have a real chance to 

topple the Government and sell the technology to buyers 

around the world. Mr Hour has planted the seed in the 

minds of the people with your broadcast and now you 

have to convince the army that the city is out of control, 

and that you can open the lines of communications with 

Little Tokyo.ò 

ñHow are we supposed to do that?ò asked Rome. 



ñI have several influential army officials arriving 

tomorrow morning. They donôt know Iôm here, but they 

know there is a reward if they come. Itôs enough to start 

the conversation and you will  be able to do the rest. You 

can topple the Government that held you prisoner.ò 

ñThat's the revenge Hour promised us?ò Mae 

shook her head. ñBut what about the Flower Factory? 

They are the murderers.ò  

ñWith the Governmentôs secret out that theyôve 

lost control, the army wonôt take long to force the Flower 

Factory back into line and usher in a new management. 

Your legacy will  be the systematic removal of the Flower 

Factory leaders and they will  all be brought to justice.ò 

ñAnd we are supposed to trust you after we are 

gone?ò 

ñIôve been told you have a hot heart. I admire this, 

yet I am water and we must work together.ò 

ñóYou are waterô?ò Mae scoffed. ñReally? Water.ò 

ñThe old Kingdomðbefore the floodsðthey 

knew how to use water, to force it to their will.  They built 

the biggest empire Asia had known; not with armies, but 

with commerce. The water flowed through them and 



powered them. Yet they became too greedy. The water 

became their undoing. Eroded their grand stone palaces. 

Flooded, and killed their people. When I left the 

Kingdom, the Government had become bullies. They are 

powered by water tooðthe sea wall, the hydro dams. 

Now, the crops fail and the water still comes. I am water. 

I will  drown them all. I will  extinguish your fire too.ò 

From the four corners of the shrine, guards 

emerged. 

 Channary shivered. Her mouth slowly opened 

like a drawbridge. ñThe Kar Meul Minkheunh, the 

invisible. The fiercest warriors.ò She whispered. 

ñAre you threatening us?ò Asked Mae. 

ñNo. I am demonstrating my power. I want to 

assure you that while I pray for peace and follow the 

teachings of my faith, I am not afraid of blood.ò 

Mae nodded. ñDo you have access to any 

scientists?ò   

ñYou need to prepare for tomorrow morning's 

meeting with the army. Itôs your chance to bring the killers 

and captors to justice.ò 



ñScientists first, then we talk to the army. We need 

them to work on replicating our serum. We need an 

injection a day to stay alive out here.ò 

ñIôve heard about your serum. No-one in my 

networks knows where it come from or how it was 

developed.ò 

ñBut you have scientists that can work on this. 

Take a sample, replicate it.ò 

ñHow long do you have?ò asked Putir. 

ñThree days, maybe less.ò 

ñMy scientists will  not be able to build a complex 

genetic code in three days, it would take years to replicate 

that research. I want to help you, but I want you to 

understand there is no happy story here. I need you to 

focus on convincing the army that Tusita is on the brink 

of war. They will  grill you for hours. Iôve set up aðò 

ñI need you to understand: weôve got three days 

left to live and we want to see our revenge, not have faith 

in you that it will  happen eventually. You might be water, 

but that makes me blood. Iôve seen death like you canôt 

imagine. Science first, then youôll have your civil war.ò 

  



 

 

Henry, Hal and the food war 

 

Henry coiled up in bed like a snake; the air con 

hummed, but he sweated through the night. He imagined 

standing on the edge of a skyscraper: below him, doubt; 

above him, something he couldnôt see, only feel. The 

feeling of power. Then banging. A noise thumping from 

below. Heôd gotten used to loud noises over the years 

working at the Long Rail. The banging persisted. He woke 

up. 4am. The hammering came from his front door. His 

Troposphere listed lots of missed calls and alerts from 

Hal. 

Henry opened the door and Hal burst into the 

apartment, closing the door behind him. 

ñThe food.ò 

ñWhat about the food?ò 

ñThe fire.ò Hal was panting. 

ñHave you been running?ò 

ñThe food, the city.ò 



Outside the window, a siren whizzed past below. 

ñItôs gone.ò 

ñYeah, thatôs the plan. Burn the warehouse down, 

the food goes with it too.ò 

ñItôs all gone.ò 

ñAll gone? Hal string a sentence together will  

you?ò 

ñEvery single food warehouse apart from 

Rathbone was burnt down.ò 

ñWhat the hell?ò Acid shot up Henryôs throat. He 

leant against the wall, hands shaking with adrenalin. 

ñRathbone is the only one with food warehouses. 

His competition é his entire competition é burnt down. 

This is the start of a famine.ò 

ñWe have to leave now. Leave the city. Is the news 

out yet?ò 

ñNo, I couldnôt sleep; I saw a report on a little 

indie news site I like, usually itôs gossip but then é the 

city isnôt right, Henry. I came here immediately.ò 

ñSo you donôt know for sure?ò 

ñThey had a drone. There are fires all around the 

city. Open your window, it stinks. Itôs only a matter of 



time before itôs confirmed. You can be damn sure people 

will  be waking up early all over the city real soon. Itôs 

gonna be chaos.ò 

Henry ran to the balcony. As he opened the door, 

the thick smell of smoke and wood and barbeque coated 

his nose and throat. Police lights were strobing all around. 

Henry studied the flashing lights.  

ñWe are leaving right now,ò said Henry. ñThe 

police, look.ò He pointed. ñThey are heading out of the 

city.ò He rang Rita, but like millions of others, her 

Troposphere automatically switched onto sleep mode. 

Henry and Hal stood at the elevator. Seconds 

ticked by like minutes. Henry worried the entire city 

would know by the time the elevator arrived. He had a 

small rucksack of clothes, a few tins of food, and two 

water bottles. They stood silent. Alert. 

They heard a commotion down the hall. An 

argument perhaps. The muffled shouts sounded cut with 

panic. 

ñWhen it happens, itôs going to happen fast,ò said 

Henry. 



The elevator finally pinged. The doors opened. 

Inside was a man, a woman and a child. Westerners. Their 

bags appeared to be stuffed full.  Sweat ran down their 

faces, staining their shirts. Henry and Hal entered slowly. 

Henry looked at them. ñWeôll be out in time.ò He 

looked at the kid. ñWeôll be safe.ò 

ñHow?ò the man said. He seemed withdrawn, like 

he was far away from himself. ñHow could this happen? 

What do they have to gain?ò 

ñThe city," said Henry. 

ñWhoôd want an empty city?ò 

ñPeople who plan for power donôt worry about the 

little details like us.ò Henryôs breathing shallow. Sweat 

pricked his skin.  

ñI donôt understand. I know they want us out, but 

this affects us all.ò 

ñWhere will  you go?ò 

ñIndia maybe. Try to get to Europe from there. 

You?ò 

ñChina. Iôve got business friends there.ò 

ñYou know the rumor is they did it?ò 



The elevator pinged open. ñGround floor,ò the 

friendly automatic voice said. They peered their heads 

out. Silent. ñGood luck,ò Henry whispered. 

The family ran across the reception and outside. 

Henry and Hal walked slowly. Carefully. They reached 

the exit. The street was quiet. Ahead a squad of press 

quad-copters floated across the intersection. There were 

no people. Then, a motorbike ignition sounded,  the 

engine noise echoing. The family sped past and away. 

Henry flicked sweat off his forehead; the night 

was far hotter than usual. The city suffocated under a 

blanket of smoke. Regret and guilt took a hold of Henry 

and blurred his vision. As he and Hal ran for his car, Henry 

noticed another feeling. A feeling that shifted away when 

he tried to identify it. A feeling that didnôt hurt, despite his 

crime. 

Henry took the wheel and stamped on the 

accelerator. They raced past broken shop windows, the 

shelves picked bare. The clever criminals already awake 

and making a profit. 



ñHenry, where are we going?ò Hal asked. ñWe 

canôt get to China. We have to get mum. We canôt leave 

her here.ò 

ñWeôre not going to China and Mum is more 

protected in the nursing home than anything we could 

offer her. And Dad, heôs too far gone to care. Donôt you 

understand? I did this. Theyôll be coming for me. If  we go 

near them, we put them in danger. Theyôll use them to get 

to me.ò 

ñWho will?ò 

ñEveryone eventually. Only the powerful will  be 

safe.ò 

ñWho do we know thatôs powerful?ò 

ñRathbone is now one of the most powerful men 

in the entire Kingdom. The Government has to work with 

him if  they are to keep the idea that this was a Wo Shing 

Group terror attack. If they roll him over, if they try to 

blame him, theyôll start a war with the West and if they 

find out itôs Narith, theyôll start a bloody civil war and 

they need everyone focused on the Wo Shing Group and 

the Chinese. Heôll be their puppet, their guard dog.ò 



ñI donôt care about Rath, I care about Mum. Henry 

Iôm not asking.ò 

ñAnd how the fuck are we going to help her when 

the Government figures this out? We wonôt be safe 

anywhere. We will  be hunted and weôd drag her with us. 

Theyôll look after her hoping we slip up and try to see her. 

Sheôs safe.ò 

Henry began to embrace the nameless feeling, the 

one that didnôt hurt. Strength clenched his muscles; his 

mind darkened with ruthlessness. Purpose and power heôd 

never known improved him. Made him sharper. 

The streets were quiet. Sometimes they passed a 

moto packed with an entire familyðsix, seven people all 

on one small moto. They all hurriedly headed the same 

way, out of the city. Market streets, which would usually 

have a few early bird traders setting up, held onto the 

silence of the night. Those traders were awake and aware, 

and preparing to escape. 

The floodlights beamed, bleaching the road in 

artificial daylight. Rathbone's street was alive with 

activity, full  of police, the army and men in suits. Henry 

drove up to the roadblock. A soldier approached. 



ñTurn around now,ò the soldier shouted and 

pointed his gun at them. 

ñYou donôt want to turn us around. Iôm here to fix  

this fuck up and coordinate the Government's response 

against the terror group that did this. I met with them 

yesterday and I have information vital for Rathbone and 

his government friends. Act quickly, you know there is 

not much time.ò 

The soldier turned away and blinked, contacting 

his superior. Hal stared at Henry. He couldnôt hide his 

surprise.  

ñHal, Iôm sorry. Iôm not the man you think I am. 

Adapt or die. Thatôs the new world order.ò 

The soldier returned. And nodded at his men. The 

barricade lifted. 

ñHenry, are you a dangerous man? I donôt 

recognise you,ò Hal said. 

Henry just stared ahead. 

 Rath's house and his neighbourôs were lit  up by 

floodlights. The army had the street in lockdown. Ahead, 

an armored personal carrier rolled in. Rathbone's house 



had a construction team building walls, turning his three-

storey home into a fort. 

An army escort opened Henryôs door and led the 

brothers to the front gate for an intensive scan. Then they 

were led into Rathbone's living room. It was old and 

wooden, desperately in need of refurbishment, with a 

smell like old books. The room was stuffed with people 

and sitting on his couch was Rath his head in his hands. 

Translators were busy explaining the operation from their 

superiors. The room fell quiet when they saw Henry and 

Hal. Rath tilted his head and gave them a weary smile. 

Then the soldiers all saluted. A man walked in 

from the kitchen. 

ñSo you are the men that meet with terrorists?ò He 

wore a smart-fitting suit, ready for a red carpet rather than 

a military operation. With a cropped haircut and a face 

that gave nothing away, he looked at Henry and Hal with 

distain. 

ñMinister Chea.ò He held out his hand. 

ñHenry.ò He shook cautiously. Minister Chea 

squeezed Henryôs hand like a vice. 



ñAnd you are the brother, Hal. Our friend Mr 

Rathbone has informed me of all the details. You have 

been declared enemies of the Kingdom, that you are in 

league with the Chinese. You have severely angered many 

powerful people. Congratulations.ò 

ñIt wasnôt our intent.ò 

ñIntent? I know your intent. To help your friend 

win some insurance money. You will  have to readjust 

your thinking. Youôve created a new order of things. New 

enemies, new friends, and if you walk around talking 

about your intent, you will  not last long. You need some 

fucking fire in your belly.ò Minister Chea punched Henry 

in the gut. ñFeel that?ò 

Hal stepped forward but the soldiers in the room 

drew their guns. 

ñDonôt be stupid. I donôt want to kill  you, but you 

wonôt live if  you are stupid. Are your stupid?ò 

Hal shook his head. Henry straightened up, still 

winded.  

ñYou need to teach your brother how to take a 

punch,ò Minister Chea said to Hal. 

ñWhat do you want?ò said Henry. 



ñTell me something interesting.ò 

ñYou can get all the information we know out of 

us, by whatever means you have. I donôt want to go down 

that road. Thatôs why we came here instead of trying to 

escape.ò 

ñBold. Perhaps wanting to be forgiven? It doesnôt 

change anything.ò 

ñIt will.  Do you want information and to be 

reactive, or do you want information and to be proactive? 

Iôll be far more useful as a spy inside the Wo Shing Group. 

As a spy among your own people, Iôll discover who is 

happy to commit acts of treason. Who must benefit from 

the Government losing all control? Iôm betting itôs hard to 

find spiesðthe karma issues, the disrespect a spy must 

live withðbut Iôm barang. I donôt have any of those 

issues. So which type of information do you want?ò 

Minister Chea smiled. ñFor once, Iôm not 

disappointed.ò  

He nodded at one of his men. ñDraw up a contract. 

Henry, Hal, your mother and your mentally-unsound 

father, you are now all under the protection of the 

Kingdom. Henry,ò Minister Chea leaned forward like a 



jail guard with a last meal, ñthis kind offer can be 

extended to Rita.ò 

ñWhat?ò 

ñDonôt worry, sheôs safe. We analysed everything 

about you, all your Troposphere records.ò 

ñHow the hell é?ò 

ñYou put all of your most personal and private 

details on the Troposphere and act surprised when itôs 

used against you. We know about your crush. Weôll keep 

a close eye on her when the riots break out.ò 

Minister Chea sat down next to Rathbone and 

crossed his legs. ñPlease, take a seat. So tell me: you can 

be our spy on the Chinese, on the Wo Shing Group. How 

do you plan to do that?ò 

ñIôm investigating the terror attack on the Long 

Rail.ò 

ñI know this.ò 

ñWhich led me to understand the Wo Shing Group 

were behind it. I joined online. I needed to commit an act 

of terror against the Government to be accepted into their 

organisation. As you can image, when they find out I did 

this, they will  be happy to take me in. Iôd imagine some 



senior figures would like to talk to me after the scale of 

my attack.ò 

ñWhat of the real perpetrators of this crime?ò 

ñNarith and his gang.ò 

ñNarith!ò Minister Chea shouted and clapped his 

hands. He erupted with laughter. ñYou can prove this?ò 

ñI met with him yesterday and asked him to do this 

as a favour. I guess he thought the favour would be better 

if he destroyed Rath's competitors and gave Rath the 

monopoly. He must be working with the Wo Shing Group. 

Check my Troposphere and youôll see where we met him. 

That was my shortsighted mistakeðRath is innocent. It 

was a perfect opportunity and I presented it to them.ò 

ñAnd this is our perfect opportunity.ò Minister 

Chea stood and pulled Rathbone up by his shirt collar. 

ñHenry, weôll leak this information via the appropriate 

back channels. Thank you. I look forward to working with 

you. My men will  arrange transport to where you need to 

go. Theyôll also install a tracker and youôll sign the 

contract. I donôt need to remind you what happens if you 

double cross me, do I?ò 

ñNo sir.ò 



ñKeep up your work.ò Minister Chea looked 

Rathbone up and down. ñRathbone, itôs time.ò Minister 

Chea gently pushed him to the front door. 

Rathbone walked out with shoulders slumped. 

Henry and Hal watched from the window as the army led 

him onto his scruffy front lawn. Security lights beamed 

down on him from a recently built fortified wall. All  the 

neighbours peered out their windows. They all gawped at 

the chaos. The neighbours looked confused. Was he the 

sole survivor of the attacks? The savior of the city or did 

he plan it? Was he the executioner? 

Then Henry heard the noise. Like a hive of bumble 

bees dive-bombing them. Thousands of quad-copters 

swarmed around Rathbone's house. Some got too close, 

and the army shot them down. Reacting as one, the drones 

backed off and begun to form a chaotic type of order. 

They jostled for position, pushing and bumping each 

other. Rathbone stood still, head still bowed. 

Then Henry and Hal received a signal on their 

Troposphere. It vibrated through them like a mild electric 

shock. ñWhat the fuck?ò said Hal, jumping back. ñHow 

are they broadcasting? I didnôt accept any signal.ò 



ñHal, wise up, we are beyond the normal rules 

now.ò 

A message read, óTo the people of the Kingdom. 

We have been attacked. You are safe. The Kingdom has 

prevailed. An emergency broadcast will  begin shortlyô. 

ñWell, you can be sure everyone in the city is 

awake now,ò said Henry. 

Their vision flashed red. 

ñThis is the emergency signal test é confirmed 

éò  

Live pictures emerged from the red. It was 

Rathbone, standing sullen on his lawn. His puffy face 

stared up at the thousands of press drones. Behind him 

Chea stood tall, chest puffed out like predator over his 

prey. 

ñAt 1am,ò Rathbone's voice crackled, ñon behalf 

of the Chinese-backed Wo Shing Group terrorists, I 

ordered the destruction of my competitors' businesses; 

their food warehouses that supplies this city. I did so for 

greed. I did this because the Chinese and my refugee 

brothers and sisters have no respect for you, the people of 



the Kingdom. I am a traitor. And I was caught by the 

vigilant Kingdom security forces.ò  

Minister Chea kicked the back of Rathbones knee. 

Rathbone fell to his hands and knees. He begun to weep. 

ñYour government uncovered this,ò said Minister 

Chea, shoulders slung back, standing tall. The lighting 

changed subtly, the lights no longer shining down casting 

long shadows. Minister Cheaôs face, perfectly lit,  like a 

movie star.  

ñWeôve arrested his co-conspirators. We 

understand this act of terrorism will  come at great 

hardship for our people. We need to strengthen our 

resolve against the terrorists. We must ensure this never 

happens again. This is why we have deployed our military 

across the Phnom Penh and at regional centres around the 

Kingdom to assist you. We are asking the loyal and 

patriotic people of this great nation to either join the army, 

or join the farmers in their heroic efforts to replace the 

food stolen by our enemy in the fires. You can feed our 

brave soldiers in this fight. You can approach any 

checkpoint and serve your country. If you cannot join the 



army, you can transfer to the farms. Feed or fight, those 

are your options.  

ñTogether, we will  stand up against the terror and 

tyranny. We are accepting volunteers for twenty-four 

hours. After this point, the army will  be actively searching 

for recruits to feed or fight.ò  

Minister Chea stared into the drones for a couple 

of seconds. ñWe will  bring swift justice to this criminal 

and people like him.ò He nodded and his men dragged 

Rathbone away to a tree. The drones lingered on the 

scene; a noose clearly hanging from a branch. 

ñHoly shit,ò Henry whispered. ñThey canôt make 

us watch an execution, can they?ò 

The images continued to stream in. Henry tried to 

switch them off but failed. The Government made its 

point brutally and efficiently.  

ñItôs not your fault,ò Hal whispered back, as 

Rathôs head fitted into the noose. 

ñI killed Rath.ò 

The lynch mob pulled the rope and Rath dangled 

and spun helplessly. The stifled, choking rattle filled 

Henryôs ears. 



ñAnd now Iôve started a war.ò 

  



 

 

Channary, Mae, Rome and the fire  

 

A scimitar moon lit  the old stone balcony of Mae 

and Romeôs room, the pale light casting shadows over 

them as they slept. Only the call of monkeys and birds 

occasionally broke the silence. The slumber even took the 

guards posted outside their room. Channary crept in. Her 

years growing up in the city had enabled her to practice 

blending in when she did not want to be seen. Hiding from 

her parents in a busy super market, but always watching 

them as they searched for her. She softly walked across 

the stone floor to Mae and Romeôs bed. Her bare feet 

embraced the coolness. 

Then she stood still, watching over them. ñGuys,ò 

she whispered. ñHey, guys.ò 

ñWhat the fuck?ò Mae replied huskily. ñSeriously, 

I love you, but this is creepy.ò 

ñSorry, I couldnôt sleep and,ò she paused, her eyes 

darted to the balcony, ñsomething has happened.ò 



Mae sat up. ñWell Iôm not going to get anymore 

sleep, am I?ò She yawned. 

ñCome outside.ò 

Mae slid out of bed but Rome didnôt stir. ñDonôt 

worry about him, he could sleep through the apocalypse,ò 

Mae said as they walked to the balcony. 

ñHe might be,ò said Channary. ñLook over there, 

past the second spire on the left.ò 

Mae stared out across the jungle. The light 

pollution from the city in the distance reminded her how 

close they were. Against the grainy black and yellow of 

the horizon, above the thick, cloud-like shape of the 

jungle, a canopy of smoke belched out into the night sky. 

ñWhatever that fire is, we are far enough away and 

weôre well protected," said Mae rubbing her eyes. 

ñNot from this, weôre not. That fire is one of many. 

Ninety-five percent of the city's food warehouses are in 

flames right now. The state media is trying to hide the 

story. I had to dig to find out. Noi Dat had a good lead 

that, turned out to be right;, he's not the hack you think he 

is. Anyway, it's been confirmed. Most people are still 

asleep, but when fifteen million people wake up, theyôll 



quickly discover thereôs not enough food to feed 

everyone.ò 

ñWhat the hell. What's going to happen?ò 

ñI don't know, but, it's going hurt us all.ò 

ñWho did it?ò asked Mae. 

ñNo one knows yet.ò 

ñYou donôt think é I mean é Hour? Putir 

wouldnôt let him.ò 

ñPutir is the biggest friend we have,ò snapped 

Channary. 

ñI didnôt mean to offend you. Sorry.ò 

ñItôs okay. You have to understand, she taught me 

more than my parents. She sacrificed so much to be our 

voice during the dark times. She's the only one that can 

save us now.ò 

ñIf you trust her, so do I. But what about those 

acting in her name?ò said Mae. 

ñI know. The riot Hour caused left seventeen 

people in hospital; three in stable but critical conditions,ò 

said Channary. 



ñAnd taking an entire city's food supply and 

blaming the Government is one way to ensure the people 

will  follow Putir,ò said Mae. 

In the distance, they heard several small noises. A 

crackle at first, then a few pops. The crackles got louder 

and more consistent. 

ñThatôs gunfire,ò said Mae and dragged Channary 

down beneath the balcony wall. 

ñHow do you know?ò 

ñI grew up with that sound.ò  

The crackle of gunfire stayed in the distance and, 

after a few seconds, died out. 

ñPutir is on the right side, youôre sure?ò said Mae. 

ñIôd put my life on it.ò 

ñThen we need to convince the army. Rome and I 

will  do everything we can.ò 

More cracks of gunfire. The guards entered the 

room.  

ñYou need to come with us. Now!ò one of them 

barked. Then suddenly, they all stopped still. 



ñWhat the hell?ò said Channary in alarm.  

ñThereôs some visual controlling my Troposphere.ò She 

turned to the guards. ñCan you turn it off?ò 

ñNo, whatôs the emergency signal?ò a guard 

replied. 

ñWho the hell is that?ò asked Channary. 

ñWhat on earth are you all talking about?ò asked 

Mae. 

ñThe Troposphere. Weôve all been hacked into by 

some signal,ò Channary said, ñCanôt turn it off, never seen 

this happen before.  Wait. Itôs a live video feed. Thereôs 

some fat refugee claiming responsibility for the attack. 

Heôs got some government type behind him. You can 

almost see the puppet strings. Oh shit. That looks like 

Minister Chea.ò 

Rome woke up. ñWhatôs going on?ò  

ñRome, shut up. Channary, whatôs going on 

now?ò said Mae. 

ñDidnôt I just ask that?ò said Rome. 

ñBoth of you shut up,ò said Channary. 

Silence. 



ñThe Government just announced a feed or fight 

program. Become a farmer or join the army. Thatôs the 

only choice. Looks like they are blaming you and the 

Chinese for everything éò she trailed off. ñThey are 

stringing him up. Shit. Turn off. Stop it, get out of my 

head.ò Channary closed her eyes. ñStop it!ò she screamed. 

ñPlease, someone stop it.ò She fell to her knees. 

Mae knelt next to her and held her. ñWhat can you 

see? Share it with me, Iôm here for you.ò 

ñHeôs é heôs hanging. A tree. Heôs just thrashing 

about for air. Heôs pissed his pants. Itôs dripping onto the 

grass. Heôs slowing.ò Channary wept. ñThe signal's gone 

now. Itôs over.ò She focused on Mae. ñI couldnôt turn it 

off.ò 

ñIôm so sorry.ò 

ñWe need to go.ò Channary stood, steeling herself, 

rubbing her eyes. 

ñChannary.ò Mae held her hand out. 

ñWe need to go now.ò Channary turned away. 

In sandals, shorts, and vest tops, they crept out into 

the corridors of the ancient complex. Even inside the 

temple, they could hear the pops of gunfire, still distant, 



but present. A handful of monks systematically checked 

rooms and funneled everyone in the same direction.  

ñAre we safe?ò asked Rome. ñWhatôs 

happening?ò 

ñGunfire, somewhere in the jungle near here,ò 

replied Channary, like she was lost and giving out 

directions to nowhere. ñWe have to hide, if  the army find 

us here, itôs all over. The monks are evacuating Putir's 

people.ò She wiped the last of her tears away. 

They entered a small tunnel. Everyone stooped 

down and moved as quickly as possible. Eventually, they 

emerged into the jungle. The air was thick and smoky. 

Hundreds of people shuffled about in the deep darkness. 

The moonlight barely breached the canopy. Mae aware of 

all the mosquitos. She strained to remember the last time 

sheôd seen a mosquito, theyôd died out in New Hanoi a 

long time ago. They hummed around her. Drank her 

blood. She squeezed Romeôs hand tightly. 

A monk firmly but kindly grabbed her arm and 

pulled the three of them to Putir's group. Putir looked 

every inch the leaderðback straight, voice clear and 

sharp, talking to a group of people, issuing orders. An 



order came to Mae, Rome, and Channary to follow Putirôs 

group to a safe house.  

ñThe snake has slithered away,ò Mae whispered 

into Romeôs ear. ñHour is not here.ò 

A commotion burst out. Everyone split into groups 

and ran off in all directions. The guards pushed Mae and 

Rome toward a group of people. They said something and 

Channary translated for them. ñThey said óStay on their 

tail.ôò 

They ran through the jungle. Spider webs brushed 

against Maeôs shoulders, her feet pricked by thorns and 

God only knew what. The pathetic moonlight was unable 

to penetrate the canopy and mostly she followed the sound 

of the people in front of her. Enclosed by deep darkness, 

she strained her eyes open to absorb all available light. 

She staggered like a baby chasing shadows. She tried 

imagining herself running through an open field and the 

claustrophobia lifted for a second. Then sheôd knock her 

shoulder into a branch, or stumble over a root, or a plant 

and her reality came flooding back to her. She felt like she 

was running into a giant pitcher plant. Lured in, trapped. 



To their left, the sounds amplified. A loud pop. 

Then gunfire tore into the trees. A scream ripped out 

above the noise; a scream like a mother had lost a baby. A 

scream that weakened Mae so much she fell over. She 

pushed herself up, tears falling down her face. And she 

sprinted ahead again. She wanted to call out for Rome, for 

Channary. She sensed people stumbling all around her in 

the utter darkness. She heard Rome mutter something and 

she let herself smile for a second.  

The gunfire stopped and they kept moving 

forward. Occasionally an arm corrected Maeôs fumbling 

path through the vegetation. She began to breathe slower. 

She understood that she was surrounded by people whose 

sole job was to ensure her safety. Mae and Rome were at 

the centre of Putir's grand plans. 

After an hour of tramping through the jungle, the 

vegetation thinned. Moonlit lumps of hills ranged across 

the horizon. Threads of yellow light glintedðhuts. 

Homes. A village that looked like a crooked row of broken 

teeth. A distant grimace. Above the village was a giant 

overpass freeway, brilliantly lit.  They were on the edge of 

Phnom Penh. 



As they approached the village, Putir turned 

around to face her flock. ñA warm welcome to paradise 

for all you passengers. You will  be safe here.ò 

The sixteen-lane freeway ring road created a roof 

for the town, ensuring a dry place to live in the rainy 

season. Under the overpass, children sat in rows, cross-

legged, watching their teacher ð who appeared to be only 

a teenager herself ð write on a chalkboard. The biggest 

area under the motorway was reserved for the public 

library. Thirty or forty-odd bookcases dotted about, 

sometimes in rows, sometimes where the ground would 

allow them to stand. A small moat had been dug before 

each home and an intricate canal system snaked through 

the village. 

An old man approached Putir. He was balding, 

with a scar across his cheek, and a limp. ñWhat a 

nightmare youôve endured, yet you prevail once again.ò 

His accent was thick.  

ñThe Government swept the temple," said Putir. 

"Well organised, fast too.ò She looked at Mae and Rome 

and beckoned them over. ñMeet the headmaster of the 

school and the village elder.ò 



ñA pleasure,ò said Mae, pressing her palms 

together and raising them to her chin. 

ñAppreciate the gesture, but you are doing it all 

wrong,ò said the headmaster sternly. 

ñSorry.ò Mae looked at the children. ñWhatôs that 

the teacher is writing on?ò 

ñA chalkboard. None of that digital bullshit here. 

Donôt need no battery. Don't need anyone but us,ò said the 

Headmaster. 

ñHow many of these books have you read?ò Mae 

asked looking at all the shelves. 

ñRead? I canôt read little things like books, I read 

people.ò He bowed for Putir. ñDonôt know shit about 

math, better get back to it.ò He limped away back to class. 

ñWhere are we?ò asked Mae. 

ñThis is home. The origin of a Buddhist activist 

group, the Borobudur. You would know us by another 

name.ò 

ñThe Independence Movement,ò Mae said. 

ñThey have been our ears and eyes while I was in 

exile. They are scattered across the Kingdom, but 

everything flows through here: a small community living 



under a freeway overpass. Not once in my lifet ime have 

the Government, the religious police, or any official 

spoken to these people.ò She took a deep breath in and 

smiled. ñYet they know everything here.ò 

ñSo did you contact me with the serum in New 

Hanoi?ò asked Rome. 

ñNo, we did not. That remains a puzzle, perhaps 

an impersonation. A splinter group from the Flower 

Factory?ò 

ñSo you donôt know everything and everyone?ò 

said Mae. Putir ignored her. 

A small man in a ripped dirty vest top causally 

walked up to Putir. ñYou lost ten, but none captured.ò And 

he walked off again. 

ñLost ten. Ten dead from the attack?ò asked Mae. 

ñUnfortunately.ò 

ñHow did they know where you were?ò 

ñThey didnôt.ò 

ñWhat do you mean?ò 

ñItôs a routine. The Government pretends that 

these are terror attacks by the Chinese, or minority groups. 

They are not. Itôs the Government keeping its own people 



terrified of whatever the Government wants them to be 

terrified of. Then theyôll round up some people they donôt 

like and execute them. Unfortunately for us all, they 

performed their execution live on the Troposphere. They 

say itôs justice. People believe what they are shown. Do 

you understand how important it is that we win the army 

over to our cause?ò 

Mae nodded. 

ñYou are going to visit five influential captains 

who are warm to our cause. Mr Hour is waiting for you 

over there. The sun comes up in three hours. Panic has 

already gripped the entire city. You have no time. Once 

you have their support, I will  rally our people.ò 

ñWhat about the food? We are going to get caught 

in the middle of a city in a fever,ò said Rome. 

ñAnd if  you convince our army friends to join us, 

youôll have half the city's defense force to protect you.ò  

Putir pointed at Hour who stood next to a tuk-tuk 

carefully, slowly smoking a cigarette. ñTime for you to 

begin your fight.ò 

Hour smiled at them as they bundled into the back 

of the tuk-tuk. ñSqueeze in. Iôm coming with you.ò 



The tuk-tuk struggled off road until it found the 

bitumen of a minor road. The engine growled up the on 

ramp and then they hit the smooth tarmac of the overpass 

and raced toward the city. 

ñInto the heart of the beast,ò Rome said. 

ñA starving, angry beast,ò replied Mae. 

  



 

 

Henry, Hal and the rat  skinning 

 

Henry and Hal were locked in the belly of the 

metal armoured personnel carrier; theyôd been on the 

move for most of the day and no amount of stretching 

helped their tired limbs. The roads became increasingly 

poorer as time wore on and they bumped about in the 

armoured shell. It was designed to survive a landmine or 

grenade attack, yet the extra protection scared Henry. The 

humidity rose.  

Watching the news from his Troposphere, Henry 

noticed it hadnôt taken long for the protests and fighting 

to break out. Supermarkets were lootedðkitchen knives, 

along with water and food, the most important items to 

steal. The smart ones took the water first. The army 

adapted quickly. Tear gas flooded the streets as the warm 

glow of the sun rose. Henry watched the news coverage. 

The quad copters reported on the riots and the army 

attacks and counter attacks. The protesters mapped the 



army movements using the press live feed and ambushed 

them, so the army shot the quad-copters. The press turned 

quickly on the Government. 

Worse were the attacks on refugees. Beatings, 

shootings and stabbings, depending on how extreme the 

neighborhood was. It seemed to Henry that many different 

types of wars had erupted. 

The tank stopped. The soldiers opened the doors 

and Henry and Hal sucked in the air. Henry coughed.  

ñGoddam steel coffin,ò he whispered to Hal. 

They emerged into a dense jungle, like claws 

closing in around them. Two motos set up by a dirt road 

next to a broken down stilt house, with government 

propaganda signs painted on sign posts. Even in the 

jungle, their will  to control threatened all. 

ñAhead is your destination," said a soldier. 

ñYouôre on your own from here.ò The soldier jumped 

back into the tank and drove off, kicking up a cloud of 

dust. 

ñSo we drive the motos into the jungle?ò said Hal. 

ñThen what?ò 



ñThatôs all they said. The Wo Shing Group 

werenôt talkative. Told me where to go, theyôd organise 

the rest.ò Henry activated his maps. ñWe are about ten 

kilometres from a settlement in the jungle.ò 

ñThereôs nothing else we can do, is there?ò 

Henry shook his head. ñSorry, this is it. We donôt 

have a whole lot of choices. Minister Chea will  gladly 

murder us, Mum, Dad, and Rita if we donôt provide 

something useful on the Wo Shing Group. And now Iôve 

claimed responsibility for the fires, the Wo Shing Group 

would gladly murder us, Mum and Dad. Hopefully they 

donôt know about Rita.ò 

Hal laughed and leant against a tree. He crossed 

his arms and shook his head. ñRemind me to never, ever 

let you talk me into anything ever again. Youôre supposed 

to be the brains.ò 

ñHal.ò Henry straightened his back. ñIt was only a 

matter of time until something like this happened. The 

Government, the Chinese; theyôve been waging a silent 

war for a long time. I might have accelerated it, but we are 

in a good position. We have some power.ò Henry grinned 



at his brother. ñWhen have you known me not to have a 

plan?ò 

ñDo you want to share it?ò 

ñWeôve got to meet the Wo Shing Group first. 

They are the only unknown, but I think I know what they 

want. Itôs all about figuring out people's purpose.ò 

ñAnd whatôs my purpose Henry? To follow you 

into hell? Henry, I meant what I said. Iôm not letting you 

talk me into anything again.ò 

ñHal, you have no choice.ò 

They bumped along the dirt track on their motos. 

After a few kilometres, the dirt track got wide and the 

jungle thinner. They passed a small duck farm; hundreds 

of ducklings waddled outside a small stilt house. Quickly, 

more houses emerged from the jungle. Then the jungle 

stopped. Cleared by loggers, the timber sold illegally 

across the border. Henry knew this town. Heôd been here 

as a boy. It was only minutes from the Kingdom's border 

with China.  

They pulled up outside a wooden hotel. The busy 

market square outside the townôs main hall hut thrived, 

like the troubles of the city didnôt exist. 



ñYouôve been here before Hal, probably too long 

ago to remember," said Henry. ñIt looks different now, 

smaller, like a plague swept through it. Weôre at the 

border town of Tonle Tonsay. The Chinese once razed this 

place to the ground. Thereôs a museum about it behind the 

town hall.ò 

ñWhy the hell were we here?ò 

ñDadôs idea of a holiday. He took us up here to 

teach me a history lesson. Youôd have been maybe two 

years old, Iôd have been six.ò 

ñSo what did he teach you?ò 

ñBe sure to pick a winning side in any fight.ò 

ñHenry.ò A young man approached in a white vest 

top with slicked back hair. ñOr should I call you the 

Kingdom killer?ò The man smiled, his Chinese accent 

thick and strong. ñYou are the biggest terrorist the 

Kingdom has ever known and you recently joined our 

organisation online. Yet you are unknown to her. Sheôll 

have some questions for you.ò 

ñWho has questions for me?ò 

The man pointed at an old woman sitting beneath 

a rusty tin roof. The stench of rodent overpowered the 



brothers as they approached. A teenage girl standing next 

to the old women efficiently reached into a cage and, in a 

fast wrist flicking action, killed a rat against a large rock, 

then passed it to the old women. 

ñThey taste better than any filthy skinny chicken,ò 

the women said as she began to skin the rat. 

ñNever tried it,ò said Henry. 

ñThatôs because youôve never known hunger.ò 

ñIôve been here a long time. Iôve known hunger 

too.ò 

ñYou city people. Youôre all assholes.ò 

ñSo do we keep trading insults or is there a reason 

we are here?ò 

ñYou are here because you are the biggest terrorist 

in the entire Kingdom.ò  

Another wrist flick. Another dead rat to skin. 

ñWhy did you do it?ò 

ñBecause I want to leave the Kingdom. I want to 

live in China. You are the future.ò 

She smiled and nodded. ñIôm glad you did it for 

selfish reasons. That I can trust more than some political 

or philosophical shit.ò 



She tore through a tough bit of rat skin. ñDoesnôt 

mean I trust you. But you clearly have impressive 

connections. I donôt need to know the details. Iôm here to 

tell you that the Chinese Government would like to 

congratulate you. In one night, youôve achieved more than 

the Wo Shing Group has in a year of attacks.ò 

ñThe Chinese Government?ò 

ñDonôt act dumb with me or Iôll treat you like a 

child. You know the Wo Shing Group do the things the 

Chinese Government canôt been seen doing.ò 

ñSo you want Tusita for yourself?ò 

ñWe donôt give a shit about Tusita. Grow up boy. 

Look around you. Look at our world. No oil, low food, 

awful land to farm, the ocean washing countries away. 

This world has no time for ethics. We only want the 

technology in Tusita. The Kingdom and your employers, 

the Long Rail, have been holding the most vital advances 

to themselves and holding the world to ransom.ò 

ñI understand.ò 

ñWhat do you understand?ò 



ñThat the Kingdom wants to be a superpower. 

Like the Chinese overtook the Americans, the Kingdom 

has you in its sights.ò 

ñTheir play for power is fucking millions of 

people. The Chinese have legal and established economic 

and political treaties with seventy-five percent of the 

world. Are we meant to play nice while the Kingdom 

fucks us?ò 

ñThey wonôt be fucking anyone anytime soon with 

no food.ò 

ñSmart man.ò She took a moment from rat 

skinning to point her knife at him and nod. ñYou have 

forced their hand and fractured its people. Theyôll be so 

busy dealing with the chaos that we can remove them with 

force. Bring the walls of Tusita down and get that 

technology into China and into the hands of our trade 

partners.ò 

ñYou make a profit.ò 

ñOf course.ò She skinned another rat and threw the 

skin into one pile and the bloody rat into another pile. 

ñWhat we need is a man with a reputation. We have 

already informed our networks that you were the brains 



behind the operation and that the man they hung é  

Rathbone, was it?ò 

Henry nodded. 

ñé That Rathbone was a puppet, a political play. 

Does the Kingdom even know it was you?ò 

Henry shook his head. He focused all his energy 

not to stutter his reply. ñNo.ò 

ñYou seem unsure.ò 

ñDoes it even matter? Iôve picked a side and my 

hands are clean; they canôt track it back to me. Iôve used 

a group within the Kingdom, one the Government already 

hates. It was in everyoneôs best interest that only 

Rathbone be implicated at this stage.ò 

ñCareful with your words, arenôt you? But I can 

see that fire. You are exactly what we need. We need to 

ruin the Kingdom's supply lines. Last time the Chinese 

and the Kingdom fought each other, they deployed 

technology weôd never seen. They didnôt have much of it 

but they used the Long Rail to move it about. It beat us 

eventually. ò 

ñHence the Long Rail bomb: destroy the Tusita 

supply line.ò 



ñDestroy it now, build it when the Government is 

defeated. Henry youôve proven yourself, that much is true. 

The Chinese Government can guarantee your safety and 

your family. You can all live in China like royalty for the 

rest of your lives. We need you to work with our General 

to fully disable the Long Rail network throughout the 

Kingdom. We need you to lead our men; theyôll follow 

you. And if  your cover holdsðif the Kingdom keeps 

Rathbone as the face of the attackðthen you will  still be 

remembered as the hero that saved lives after the train 

bombing. You are a hero to both sides of this fight. Once 

you have destroyed the Long Rail and our troops 

overthrow the Government and we get the technology, 

you can be our mouth piece to soothe the transition.ò 

ñThatôs a big ask. Can I ask you something?ò 

ñNo.ò She paused and looked at her knife. ñThis 

knife makes skinning rats easy. You should see the knife 

I have for larger animals.ò 

ñTell me where your General is.ò 

 

*  

 



The coastal wind stung Henryôs face as he wearily 

left the four-wheel drive. Hal stretched and groaned. The 

glare from the ocean burnt their eyes.  

ñWhere the hell are we?ò asked Hal. Behind them 

was a thick jungle, a dirt track leading up a hill,  and either 

side of the hill, the ocean. Bright and blue. Henry 

shuddered. Heôd never been so close to death. 

ñThe reaper,ò Henry whispered. ñThatôs what Dad 

called the ocean.ò 

The soldiers pointed up the hill.  Henry and Hal 

trudged up. Sandbag machine gun nests lined the track. 

Young men playing adults smoked cigarettes and 

practiced looking mean. 

ñChinese," said Henry. ñWe are close.ò 

The crest of the hill fell away to a large plateau,; 

several decay-ridden buildings stood defiant against the 

sea wind, like an old war veteran whose body was almost 

spent. Proud but broken. The red paint peeled away from 

the walls of a huge concrete hotel. All  around, soldiers ran 

about like ants in organised chaos: trucks loaded, men 

drilled, equipment packed.  



ñThey arenôt preparing to defend,ò said Henry, 

ñthey are ready to attack.ò 

A soldier approached. His shoulders swung with 

the confidence of a newly promoted recruit who has yet to 

fire his gun in combat. Cock-sure and ignorant of the 

horror heôd face. 

ñYou.ò He pointed. ñYou come with me. Meet the 

Devil.ò 

ñThe Devil?ò asked Henry. 

ñThe General. He kill  even if  you have white flag. 

He kill  thirty-seven last time.ò The soldier laughed. 

ñDid you see him kill  thirty-seven people who 

surrendered?ò asked Henry. 

ñMe, no. I knew; we all know him. He killer. You 

do what he say, okay?ò 

ñOkay.ò Henry nodded. 

They entered the hotel. Giant bare block walls, 

like a prison, surrounded them, dotted by Chinese graffiti. 

Cold too even though the temperature was pushing 36 

degrees. A crowd of soldiers gathered outside a room with 

no door; the frame looking more like a grenade had blown 



a hole in the wall. The soldiers quickly dispersed as Henry 

and Hal approached. 

On the wall was a faded portrait of Vladimir Putin. 

The quote beneath read óSometimes it is necessary to be 

lonely to prove that you are rightô.  

As Henry and Hal waited, a group of fighters made 

tea in plastic cups.  

ñIn here,ò a deep voice boomed. Henry and Hal 

walked through the hole and into an office with no 

windows. A man, bigger than Hal, stood with his arms 

crossed.  

ñOleg,ò he said. ñI know you.ò His head was 

shaved to expose a skull that could head-butt a bulldozer 

and win. His walrus moustache snarled at them. 

Olegôs office was sparse: one chair, one table, one 

holoprojector with a map of the Kingdom. Henry found 

Olegôs details on the Troposphere: a former general with 

the Russians, with a blazing rage and a reputation for 

viciousness. Henry stiffened. 

ñYou.ò Oleg pointed. ñKingdom killer. Iôve got 

two jobs for you and you have no time to do them. Firstly, 

youôll tell me the vulnerable parts of the Long Rail 



network on the holoprojector. Secondly, Iôm leading a 

team to sabotage the Long Rail and youôll be my expert 

on operations assisting me.ò 

ñOkay.ò 

ñOKAY. Fucking OKAY? Donôt you understand? 

Youôve started a war. This is what an invasion looks like. 

We take out supply lines then we crush them. Say okay 

again and Iôll break your fucking arms. I donôt give a shit 

who you are but Iôve got my orders. If you two fully  

cooperate, you get the five-star treatment: caviar, 

prostitutes, vodka, the good beds. If Iôm personally 

unimpressed with your performance, Iôll request you be 

skinned. Understand?ò 

ñYes," said Henry. Hal remained silent. 

Oleg nodded at his captain who ran outside and 

came back with a bottle of vodka and three large shot 

glasses. 

ñNow that we understand each other, relax. We are 

all on the same team.ò Oleg poured three shots of vodka. 

ñItôs hard to relax when youôve got our balls in 

your hands,ò said Hal. 



ñDrink,ò said Oleg. They all took their shot. ñItôs 

not like Russian vodka, but the Chinese do a good job of 

imitation.ò Oleg focused on Hal. ñThereôs no problem 

here unless you bring one. Our business will  be over 

quickly. Besides, if I donôt have your balls in my hands, 

youôd have the cards to double cross us. You understand.ò 

Oleg poured three more shots. ñSo Henry, you are 

the man that did what all of China failed to do. Brought 

the Kingdom to its knees. You didnôt even kill  anyone; 

but you look so weak and pasty. I donôt understand how 

such a thing can be.ò 

ñIôm stronger than I look. And Iôm smart.ò 

ñA chess player?ò 

ñA chess-boxer actually.ò 

ñChess-boxing? What is this?ò 

ñThree-minute alternating rounds, first to 

checkmate or knockout wins.ò 

ñVladimir!ò Oleg shouted. His captain returned 

standing to attention. ñOrganise a chess-boxing 

competition after the operation.ò 

Vladimir nodded, saluted, and marched away. 

Henry caught his expression as he walked off: concerned 



with an order to do something heôd never heard of. Henry 

almost smiled. 

ñSo.ò Oleg's tone lowered. ñHenry is the chess 

player, Hal is the boxer. Thatôs a good combination. We 

can all work together.ò 

ñWe can,ò said Henry. 

ñLook at this.ò With a flick  of his wrist, the 

holoprojector lit  up the entire room. ñThis is the Kingdom. 

And those red dots are the assets we have in place ready 

to strike. Since the Feed or Fight initiative was launched, 

the Long Rail has moved their assets around the 

Kingdom.ò 

ñAnd theyôve been giving you the run around,ò 

said Henry. 

ñExplain.ò 

ñThe entire east coastðyour assets have been 

following ghosts. The Long Rail are paranoid. Youôve got 

your assets around WIP locations.ò 

ñWIPs?ò 

ñWork In Progress. They arenôt vital to the supply 

line. Hit them and youôve hit air. But the Long Rail looked 



like they made some big movements to those locations 

didnôt they?ò 

Oleg nodded. 

ñThey want to flush out any spies or surveillance. 

They donôt know if  anyone is watching them. Which 

means they think they are.ò  

Henry leant forward and added points to several 

locations through the east and a couple around Phnom 

Penh. ñHereôs the locations you want to focus on.ò  

ñWhose side are the Long Rail really on?ò 

ñThey arenôt on anyoneôs side. They want to be on 

the side of the winners.ò 

ñWe all want to be on the side of the winners," said 

Oleg. ñIôm fifty -eight years old. Iôve fought in wars for 

land, ideology, religion, resources. I fought against the 

ocean. This war is the most important. And this war is 

clear to me. We are the good guys. Henry and Hal, you 

should be happy. Make no mistake about it: we will  kill  

people, but the Kingdom will  butcher the world. Theyôll 

happily sit and watch millions starve. We bring them to 

their knees then we liberate. We will  rip the Kingdom to 

pieces and feed it to the dogs.ò 



ñRemember itôs the Government we are fighting. 

Not the people,ò said Henry. 

ñWe deploy tactical strikes. The collateral damage 

will  be minimal.ò 

ñThatôs my issue. People arenôt collateral damage, 

they are people.ò 

ñYou started the war.ò Oleg smiled. ñPeople will  

die. A lot of people will  die. We wonôt kill  them 

deliberately if that helps you sleep at night. My job is to 

win this war quickly; your job is to help me win it. The 

quicker we win, the less people die. Now I need to know 

everyone and everything you do.ò 

 

*  

 

óThursday,ô Henry remembered. It was Thursday, 

which meant giveaways at the Sihanouk Food Emporium, 

a shelter to feed the poorest people in the neighborhood 

out-of-date food. The minimal calories needed after 

toiling in the farm fields all day.  

Henry examined the people in line through his 

binoculars and imagined stories for them. A woman he 



named Franðshe reminded him of his motherðqueued 

with the rest, her hands raw and bloody. He imagined 

sheôd seen this queue change in the last ten years. Now it 

was mainly refugees. She seemed like the type of person 

that, while poor, tried not to appear poor. She straightened 

her fringe and reached for a cigarette. The way she took a 

long strong toke looked like smoking was the only time 

her nerves relaxed, physically and mentally. Each toke 

must have been worth an hour with a physiologist. Henry 

wanted a vice like that. 

He tried to imagine the gossip in the queue 

reaching a fever that the famine was close. The Feed or 

Fight program would cause more trouble than it was 

worth. He thought Fran didnôt want to steal again to 

survive, but the threat of an influx of farmers meant she 

might lose her job. Henry wondered how many people in 

this queue would live to see the New Year. 

Henry looked away. Oleg had assured him it  

would be clean; that the train line was the target. Henry 

knew heôd been lied too. Heôd chosen this spot 

deliberately. This intersection was heavily guarded, and 

the depot housed replacement parts; the town 



meaningfully smaller than other locations Oleg desired to 

attack.  

The armored police and a few soldiers patrolled 

the streets and milled around the food emporium. Most sat 

at their positions behind sandbags and checkpoints 

smoking or drinking. The rioting in the city had seen had 

not escalated in the countryside yet. Already poor and 

hungry; Feed or Fight meant little to them. 

Henry watched guards all around the depot, down 

the train line and throughout the town. He couldnôt figure 

out how Oleg was going to sabotage the line. 

Overhead a whoosh of air was followed by a 

terrible scream. Before he had time to look up, the 

missiles had already hit their target. Like the grand finale 

to a fireworks display, everything exploded. Like a 

muscle memory, Henry immediately regretted the attack. 

Then something he did not expect: power. His actions 

were saving lives, he told himself. The feeling lasted for 

a second. Then the guilt and a sense of humanity flooded 

back. 

Smoke and fire. Thatôs all that remained. He 

searched through his binoculars for the woman heôd 



watched in the queue. The smoke was too thick to pierce. 

Oleg placed his large hand on Henryôs shoulder. 

ñMission accomplished. The line is down and the 

town canôt report what happened. Itôs a good start. Iôve 

heard eighty-nine other successful missions are completed 

based on your updated plans. You should be proud Henry. 

You might have even avoided an actual war. The 

Kingdom is crippled. Only Phnom Penh left. Theyôve got 

a missile shield. Some technology we were unaware of. 

Ninety-five percent of our attacks were unsuccessful 

there. Weôll have to go in on foot.ò 

ñWhat happens next?ò 

ñThis is where it gets messy.ò 

ñIôve done what Iôve been asked to do.ò 

ñYou want an award? A people's medal perhaps? 

Youôve completed part of the mission. Weôve got to win 

hearts and minds next, Henry. We need you to convince 

the people in Phnom Penh to welcome us. They still 

worship you as the hero of the train yard. The man they 

saw on the news saving lives after the train bomb. They 

might listen to you and that will  prevent a street-by-street 



battle. Iôve got one word for you: snipers. Fuck, I hate 

snipers.ò 

ñWhatever you need. Weôre saving more than we 

are killing.ò 

ñThatôs the spirit. I thought youôd be more upset 

about the town,ò Oleg looked out at the smoke. 

ñI chose the smallest town with the biggest prize.ò 

ñI know.ò 

ñWe will  save more than we kill.ò Henry wiped 

the sweat and dirt from his hands. 

ñWe will.ò Oleg nodded. ñItôs tough, the first time 

you know you are responsible for a death. You didnôt pull 

the trigger, but you know in your heart youôve become a 

murderer. You surprise me.ò Oleg walked away. 

Henry glared at the back of Oleg's head as his 

throat dried and eyes welled. 

  



 

 

Channary, Mae, Rome and the Foreign 

Correspondents Club 

 

The Foreign Correspondents Club hotel cast a 

faint shadow as the sky begun to fill  with the yellow ochre 

of morning light. The tuk-tuk passed through the large 

metal gates at the hotels entrance, then pulled up round 

the back at the service area. Weary chefs and kitchen 

porters slunk against walls smoking cigarettes. They 

didnôt give Mae, Rome or Channary a second glance. 

ñDonôt they know yet?ò whispered Rome. 

ñHotel policy. You work here and thereôs an 

automatic block on your Troposphere. Another reason not 

to work in the hospitality sector,ò said Channary. 

ñWhat are the other reasons?ò 

ñTaking shit from people who think they are better 

than you. A lot of ambassadors from other countries stay 

here and they are grade one assholes.ò 



Hour led them into a suite on the fortieth floor. The 

entire suite was littered with kitsch, like a carnival had 

hurried past and vomited everywhere. Fake gold coated 

almost every surface and flashing lights beamed out of 

Buddha portraits and statues. Every color felt fluorescent. 

ñWow, this is fucking awesome!ò Channary said. 

ñItôs unique,ò said Rome 

ñUnique? This is the second best hotel in the entire 

city. Itôs awesome! I need a photo, no-one will  ever 

believe I was here.ò 

ñNo photos.ò Hour blinked. 

ñHey, what the hell?ò 

ñNo Troposphere either. This is a government-run 

hotel. These generals are serious men. They live here and 

will  not tolerate any causal Troposphere in there 

company.ò 

Channary sat down on a chaise lounge, the 

wooden legs carved like dragons breathing fire. She 

looked pale. 

ñSome warning would have been nice. You canôt 

cut the cord like that,ò she said. ñI feel terrible. I haven't 

been disconnected for years.ò 



ñToughen up,ò Hour said. ñYouôve got one 

chance. These generals are already neck-deep in dung 

from the rioting.ò 

ñWhat does that mean for us?ò asked Rome. 

ñNothing has changed. We need the army or we 

all fail.ò 

The suite door opened and the room filled with 

military personnel. Most had guns. The others had 

scanning equipment. They did their sweep. With a 

nodding agreement, all the men left and one other man 

walked in. 

The Generalôs eyes were raw red; his face 

pockmarked with scars, maybe chicken pox Mae guessed, 

or shrapnel. His upper body seemed like a rock. His 

uniform, a bad fit,  clung to his sweaty chest and shoulders. 

He scratched the back of his neck and removed his cap to 

fan his face. 

ñI speak for five commanders. Talk to me. Make 

it fast, my time is precious.ò His voice was as tired as his 

eyes. He almost sounded drunk beneath a thick Asian 

accent. 

ñSir,ò Rome began. 



ñNot you. Her.ò He pointed at Mae. 

ñOkay,ò Mae said slowly. ñThe Government has 

lost control of Tusita, the Flower Factory, everything. 

Thatôs why you havenôt been getting the technology out 

of the city. You are playing second fiddle now and if you 

want your technology, youôll have to go through the 

Flower Factory. And they murdered tens of thousands of 

people, like culling pests. We were butchered. You think 

you can do business with them?ò 

ñWhy should I believe you?ò 

ñI asked you a question,ò replied Mae. 

ñYou are in no position toðò 

ñI asked you a goddamn question. Answer it or 

leave. Can you do business with a murderer?ò 

He straightened his jacket. ñIôm in the business of 

murder.ò 

ñNo, youôre not. Youôre in the business of 

protection.ò 

He leaned in, almost nose to nose. Mae didnôt 

flinch. ñI am one of the most important generals in the 

army. You do not talk to me likeðò 



ñAnd youôve been put up in the second best hotel. 

How important do you think the Government thinks you 

are?ò Mae interrupted.  

He laughed. His entire face creased with laughter, 

like heôd remembered how and he liked it. ñIôve been 

warned about you. Iôm glad you live up to your reputation, 

but my men alone canôt help you.ò He stepped away, 

shoulders relaxed. 

ñWhat if we deliver the people to our cause?ò said 

Mae and looked at Channary. ñTell him.ò 

ñPutir is here. Sheôs in the city. Sheôs a tuk-tuk 

ride away and she is ready, but she needs your help.ò 

ñPutir? How can I believe the mother ghost is 

here?ò 

ñWeôre here. Weôre real,ò said Mae. 

ñBut how can I believe you? The interview on The 

Kingdom Today, a clever plant of propaganda, this could 

all be a ruse to see if I am loyal to the Government.ò 

ñAnd the fishing fleet disappearing? The food 

fires? The Feed or Fight program? General, these things 

are all real and so are we.ò 



The General shook his head. ñI am, of course, 

loyal to the Kingdom.ò 

ñAnd the Kingdom puts you in the second best 

hotel. The status of that must hurt. You are an important 

man and they donôt think you are. They disrespect you. 

We want to bring the Tusita walls down. Imagine your 

status as the man who did that? The man who ended the 

famine. Youôll never be second best ever again, not here, 

not anywhere in the world. We are real. Join us or live 

your life in someoneôs shadow. You better decide quickly, 

we donôt have time to waste.ò Mae stared at him. She 

didn't blink. ñLook at this.ò  

She took the General to the window. Forty stories 

down, a crowd of people at the hotel gates. They pressed 

themselves against the gates, arms thrashing through the 

bars. The hotel security formed a line and seemed to be 

shouting at them. 

ñWe might already be too late,ò said the General. 

ñBut you will  have my support. What is your plan?ò 

ñThe city is lost,ò said Mae. ñBut Tusita isnôt.ò 



ñPutir can keep the Government busy here,ò added 

Rome. ñYour men are needed to break the Flower 

Factory's grip on Tusita.ò 

ñYou donôt wish to protect the people here?ò said 

the General. 

ñOf course we do,ò said Mae. 

ñBut we canôt,ò said Rome. ñWe will  get bogged 

down in street-to-street fighting. Itôll be a long and bloody 

civil war that no-one wins. At the end, nothing would have 

changed. The survivors of the bloodshed will  starve. 

Innocent people in other countries will  starve.ò 

ñWe canôt play judge and jury on who gets to 

live,ò said Mae. 

ñWe canôt afford not to,ò replied Rome. 

Mae stood at the window. ñThose people. They 

will  be the first to die when the Government cracks down 

without any support from us.ò 

ñThose people are going to die anyway, even with 

our support. But many less will  die if  we move now. If we 

break the Flower Factory and free the technology,ò said 

Rome. 



ñHe is right,ò said the General. ñI have to deploy 

my resources where they will  have the greatest impact on 

the goal: the liberation of Tusita and the technology.ò 

ñI know. I understand. But what about those 

people?ò said Mae. ñWe can open the gates and let them 

in at least?ò 

ñThe gates wonôt protect them from the army loyal 

to the Government for long,ò said the General. 

ñIt might not. At least we would have tried. 

Theyôll know someone tried to help them. Give them 

some goddamn hope.ò 

The General smiled. ñOpen the gates. Let as many 

in as you can. Hide them in the hotel,ò he said. His 

Troposphere orders were instantly acted on. The security 

personnel opened the gates. 

ñSo you get Troposphere access, but Iôm not 

allowed.ò Channary threw her arms in the air.  

Mae watched from the window as the people ran 

inside. At least one hundred she guessed. More people 

down the street sprinted for the open gates. The hotel staff 

rushed outside to usher them all in. 



ñYour move. You still need to deliver Putir. Then 

we move on Tusita," said the General. 

ñPutir is on her way,ò said Hour. 

ñIôm not waiting here,ò said Mae. ñIôm going 

downstairs, I want to see the people whose country we are 

tearing apart.ò 

Mae rushed off with an armed guard at her side. 

 

*  

 

ñI thought, ya know, my luck had changed. Itôs 

either too hot or raining. Thereôs a sweet spot for my 

business. Today, itôs the sweet spot.ò 

A Khmer man that managed to find optimism in 

the worst times. Mae smiled. She instantly warmed to 

him. 

ñI said thank you! Walking out my door. Thank 

you. The perfect day!ò the man named Rady said. In his 

late forties, he was tall and shaped like a bottle of wine, 

with a small head on large shoulders. His dark hair was 

slicked back, and he had deep cracks around his eyes. 

Heôd obviously spent a lot of time outside in his life.  



ñI said to myself, óThis is the best day to try and 

sell a swimming poolô. I had my lucky socks on and this 

watch from my daughterðsheôs over there playing with 

the other kids.ò  

He pointed her out. ñIn the blue dress. Anyway.ò 

He rubbed his hands together. ñWhen I got outside and 

didnôt see a single tuk-tuk, I guessed something must be 

up. I have this whole routine I go through in the morning. 

When I turn up to a prospective clientôs house Iôve got to 

be fresh. Happy. Anyways, business has not been 

booming recently. Most people who want a pool have one. 

Tried to get into pool maintenance, but Iôm a one-man 

show and hell, Iôm a talker. I like selling dreams to people. 

Got into saunas recently too. Anyways, Iôm a salesman 

and youôve got to be optimistic is what Iôm saying.ò 

ñIôd love a pool,ò said Mae. 

ñGreat, maybe when this is all over, you and I can 

do some business.ò 

ñLetôs hope so. Sorry, you were saying you 

noticed something was wrong?ò 

ñYeah sure, no tuk-tuks. Never in my life have I 

not seen a crowd of tuk-tuks waiting for the first fare of 



the day. Then that all-signal broadcast. Feed or Fight. 

They hung a man. They hung a man live on the news. I 

mean thatôs it. Alarm bells. I run inside, get my wife and 

daughter out of there and we came straight here. This is 

the only place I know thatôs safe. Youôve got half the 

ambassadors of the world staying here. The Government 

wouldnôt dare touch it. Figure we can get ourselves 

extracted with them. Somehow. Thanks for opening those 

gates. I had, ya know, some bad feelings out there; time 

breathing down my neck, like the reaper or a ghost. This 

country is gone. Itôs just gone.ò 

ñExcuse me," said a lady who looked to be in her 

thirties. ñDid you open the gate?ò 

ñYes, we did. With the help of the army.ò 

ñThank you. You saved our lives.ò 

ñI wouldnôt say that,ò said Mae. 

ñWe saw the broadcast too. Then a bomb 

exploded. The electricity cut off. We knew there were 

some raids going on, but bombs kept blasting us, all 

around us. Blinded, like the bombs had scraped our eyes 

out with burning hot metal. We ran outside, half the street 

was in rubble, our neighborôs house, the whole row 



opposite our house. Gone. We had nothing to see with, so 

we lit  pieces of paper on fire to use as a torch. I saw my 

dead neighbors. Their faces were crushed.ò  

The woman flinched. ñWhat can I say? No one 

smiles anymore from my neighborhood. Now this. Feed 

or Fight. There is nowhere left to flee. The children are 

afraid to go outside. Itôs destroyed people. Our 

Grandfather. Look at him.ò  

She nodded to a crumpled and morose man with a 

quiver in his hands that made it hard for him to hold a cup 

of water. ñMaybe they knew they were losing control so 

the Government came for us. Or it was the terrorists. 

Weôll never know the faces of the people that destroyed 

our lives. Iôm sorry.ò She wiped away the tears, weakly 

smiled and walked away to comfort her grandfather. 

Mae made her way around the room listening to 

stories. She circled around to the hotel entrance and 

stepped outside for fresh air. The heat smacked her, but 

then she noticed a distant sound, like a strong wind 

picking up pace. Rushing around buildings. The sound of 

invisible friction. Then a whirring, like a police siren in 

the distance. 



The sound grew, only a little. Like the police siren 

was driving toward her. The courtyard was vacant but for 

the guards; there were no more people at the gate. The 

wind gushed. Above the siren she strained to hear an echo 

of thunder. 

The sounds amplified. As they travelled on the 

wind, they distorted, mangled in her ears as her brain tried 

to place the sounds. She scanned the sky. In the distance 

a white line cut across the burning bright blue sky.  

ñWhat the hell is that?ò she murmured. 

Rome appeared at her side and held her hand. 

ñHey grumpy,ò she said, ñwhat do you think that is?ò She 

pointed. 

The white line crept slowly across the sky. 

Another white line appeared in the opposite direction. 

ñThereôs another,ò Rome pointed. 

The light sound of thunder increased. The siren 

became clearer. The hotel security at the gates stopped, 

looking at the sky and ran for the lobby. 

ñAir raid!ò they shouted. 

ñWhat the hell is an air raid?ò shouted Mae. 



Rome and Mae looked up again. The white lines 

had trebled. Then the first white lines hit and exploded in 

white smoke. A second later the sound hit them. Like a 

thunderclap, as the sky snapped. Three more followed. 

The sky filled with scratches of white lines from both 

directions. Interceptions. To the right, a giant noise almost 

knocked them to their knees. Outside the hotel perimeter, 

on a small hill  in the jungle, a column of white smoke 

roared into the sky. 

ñWeôre under attack,ò said Rome. ñThey are 

rockets. Iôve seen them in books. Two sides: one shooting 

at us, the other shooting at the rockets. Get inside.ò 

Rome and Mae ran into the hotel lobby. Panic had 

gripped everyone but the General. He stood in the middle 

of the lobby, assessing the situation. Channary had taken 

cover under a doorframe with a soldier. 

ñWho the hell is shooting at us?ò shouted Mae. 

ñNot only at us,ò said the General, quickly 

blinking. ñIôve got reports coming in. Military and civilian 

communications are going dark across the country.ò 

ñGoing dark? What is this? An invasion?ò 



ñThey are systematically hitting every high-value 

supply line and depot. Theyôve obtained the best intel and 

have executed perfectly. Itôs what Iôd do if I wanted to 

surprise my enemy and cripple them to lay the foundation 

for a change of regime.ò 

ñWho thinks we are the enemy?ò asked Rome. 

ñAnd who has that kind of fire power?ò added 

Mae. 

ñWe are assessing that now.ò 

The hotel shook slightly. A noise like a car crash 

deafened them. The air raid sirens cut through the 

commotion. Next to the hotel, a line of shops all rang out 

alarms. Everyone in the lobby panicked. They scattered in 

all directions. Mae watched them dart about; some stood 

still, and others protected their loved ones. She looked up 

at the swinging chandelier.  

ñTime to go,ò said Mae. ñItôs not safe here.ò 

ñWe have a compound close by,ò said the General. 

ñIs that where we saw the rocket shoot up?ò asked 

Rome. 



ñYes. They clearly had no idea that Phnom Penh 

had a rocket dome defense. We are intercepting the 

majority of their attack.ò 

ñWell then, letôs go,ò said Rome. 

ñWait, what about the people? Where do they take 

shelter?ò said Mae. 

ñNot again Mae, we have to go now. Back in New 

Hanoi, I had to make the decision to save your life and 

sacrifice hundreds of others. Weôve got a mission, that 

purpose you told Hour about at the nail house. And it  

means making horrible decisions and making them 

quickly.ò 

ñAnd what is the point of our purpose if  we are 

awful as the people we call our enemy?ò 

ñThe point is we win.ò 

ñGeneral, you can secure these people in your 

compound?ò 

ñThereôs room, but you never order meðò 

ñItôs not an order, itôs a question,ò Mae 

interrupted. 

ñAnd I donôt want to be interrupted everðò 



ñAnd you think Putir will  be happy that you let 

these innocent people die? She's about to convince fifteen 

million people to start a revolution. Do you want to 

succeed?ò 

Rome sighed and looked at the ground. ñIôd be lost 

without you Mae.ò 

ñI know. Now letôs move.ò 

ñBoth of you are a pain. You understand that?ò 

said the General. 

ñWe might be a pain, but we are right,ò said Mae. 

The General issued his orders and the lobby filled 

with soldiers helping the refugees. After a head count, the 

doors opened. The soldiers ran out first and established a 

single chain of men posted ten metres apart. The General 

turned to the terrified crowd.  

ñFollow my men to safety. Walk quickly, do not 

run. Single file only,ò he shouted. 

A stream of people poured into the courtyard, Mae 

and Rome with them. The sky was full of white lines. Mae 

kept glancing up as she moved. Too many rockets from 

either side to count. Behind them, past the hotel, columns 

of black smoke. The city was burning. The rocket 



defenses had cracked. She glared up again and now black 

dots, like ants, crawled across the blue. 

ñWhat are those dots?ò she called to Rome and 

pointed. 

Rome frowned. ñTheyôre getting bigger. Debris. 

Rockets hitting rockets.ò  

He stared at Mae. ñThe sky is falling.ò 

ñTake cover,ò Mae yelled. 

Red hot metal shards rained down. They shot into 

the hotel, shattering the windows and quickly fires 

erupted. Chunks of twisted rocket slammed into the 

courtyard. Mae saw people cut down. They fell to the 

ground so fast it looked unreal, the metal pinning them 

down. 

Some people scattered, despite the Generals 

command to stay on target. Mae held Romeôs hand and 

pulled him along. She kept her eyes fixed on Channary, 

who ran with her hands over her head. The red storm fell 

all about them. Sparks few up from the concrete, shrapnel 

splintered and lashed out at failing legs. 

They made it past the hotel grounds and on to the 

main road. Shacks to their left were on fire, the forest in 



front of them smoldering. A tuk-tuk on fire rolled down 

the hill,  the driver dead, slumped over the handlebar. The 

soldiers stood firm, screaming instructions and pointing 

into the forest. As they ran into the forest, the smell of the 

wet wood wanting to burn overpowered Mae. It wouldnôt 

be long until this forest was a death trap. Branches and 

leaves fell down all around them. She stumbled over a 

body. The soldiers kept yelling directions. Finally they 

entered a small clearing with razor wire gates wide open. 

The hotel refugees were running for their lives through a 

large metal double door to a well-concealed bunker.  

Mae and Rome took a breath as soon as they 

crossed through the safety of the bunker doors. People 

kept rushing in. Mae had never seen panic like this. 

Terrified sobbing people, utterly helpless. All  pride was 

extinguished. This is what it truly meant to be a refugee: 

helpless and angry. The soldiers ran inside too. The forest 

roared with fire. The doors closed. The green lights lit  the 

ramp down into the instillation.  

ñWeôre safe now," said Rome.  

ñWe are never safe. Never," said Mae. 

  



Henry, Hal and the truth . 

 

The advance was fast. The Kingdom had no 

response. Its army scattered, or recalled to Phnom Penh, 

supply lines gone. The Wo Shing Group and Chinese 

army had emerged from its positions and begun to join up 

on the road to Phnom Penh. Olegôs forward party had 

established an operation base in a cinema, only thirty 

kilometres from the city. Sandbags, concrete slabs, and 

overturned cars formed the outer perimeter. Henry heard 

the rattle of gunfire. This was the last town before the city. 

Oleg had softened it up with a few missile strikes. Homes 

burned. 

ñHenry! Here!ò Oleg barked. ñGet here now!ò 

Henry walked into the command centre. The wall 

was illuminated with battle plans, like Uncle Jack's. 

ñHey wall,ò Henry said. The wall did not respond. 

ñWhat the god dam hell are you talking to the wall 

for?ò said Oleg. 

ñMy uncle Jack has an AI  wall.ò 

ñWhat?ò 



ñMy uncle Jack, he did a black-market deal with a 

trader from Tusita. And he got this wall. Itôs remarkable. 

Seriously intelligent design.ò 

Oleg fell silent. Henry studied Oleg's expression, 

unsure if he was furious or annoyed. He always looked the 

same: equipped to strike. 

 ñYour uncle, where does he live?ò 

ñOne of the Barnacle slums. Next to the outer 

walls of Tusita.ò 

ñWhy the fuck have you kept this from me?ò Oleg 

threw an ammo magazine at Henry. ñWhat side of the 

fence does your uncle sit on?ò 

ñHe wants to liberate Tusita.ò 

ñGreat, another bleeding heart.ò 

ñA former boxer. Youôd like him.ò 

ñWith a glass chin?ò Oleg snarled. Henry didnôt 

take the bait. 

ñHeôs in the Barnacle. So thereôs no way to get to 

him now.ò 

ñYouôre forgetting something, my friend.ò 

ñWhich is?ò said Henry. 



ñDepending on who you talk to, you are either a 

terrorist or a hero. The public donôt know about your 

deception yet. A lot of people still see the hero. You have 

a unique power right now.ò 

ñI have no power. Iôm not that man.ò 

ñBullshit. Iôve seen it. Thereôs a moment, a 

sickening moment when you saw those rockets fall and 

people died. You enabled that. You had the power to 

choose the targets. Youôve killed and youôve saved lives. 

Youôre a pragmatist. That means youôve experienced the 

power. I know; I was the same.ò 

ñPower feels like guilt to me.ò 

ñItôs the same with everything in life. Practice. Itôll 

feel natural soon, like muscle memory.ò 

ñFuck you.ò 

Oleg smiled. ñYou do feel the power. You told me 

to go fuck myself.ò He walked to the door. ñHal, come 

here.ò  

Hal appeared at the door and Oleg smashed him 

with a right hook. Hal staggered back but didnôt fall over. 

ñThatôs from your brother. Now fuck off.ò Hal walked off 

spitting blood. Oleg turned back to Henry. ñItôs a good 



feeling, power. Youôve got a chance to use it. You believe 

in our cause, but donôt believe in the bloodshed. However, 

your pragmatism accepts it.ò 

Henry remained quiet. It was a rare moment. Oleg 

was able to articulate the feeling Henry had. He knew 

Oleg was right. He did feel power. 

ñSo,ò Oleg continued, a brief simile flashing 

across his face. ñIôve used my power with force, guns, and 

rockets. You have power too.ò Oleg tapped Henryôs 

temple. ñYou got a brain and a mouth; you have the power 

to do more in ten minutes than I can do in a month. Youôre 

new at this, so Iôve cut you some slack, but you are now 

out of slack.ò 

ñWhat do you want me to do?ò 

ñCome up with a plan. Our attack on Phnom Penh 

was ineffectual. Only ten percent of the targets were hit. 

Give me a plan and it had better impress me.ò 

Oleg called for Hal, left the room and locked the 

door. 

Hal rubbed his jaw. ñWhat the hell did you do?ò 

ñHe was showing off.ò 



ñI heard most of that,ò said Hal. Henry turned 

away. He couldnôt look Hal in the eye.  

ñYou really on his side because you want to be?ò 

asked Hal. 

ñYes,ò Henry whispered. 

ñYouôve got blood on your hands. How does that 

feel?ò 

ñItôs gutting Hal. Gutting. But every target we hit 

was the smallest possible. If I wasnôt here, theyôd have 

killed twice as many people.ò 

ñKeep telling yourself that. Itôll help you sleep at 

night.ò 

ñNothing will  ever help me sleep at night again.ò 

ñWhen did you become so pathetic?ò 

ñYou know what, Iôm sick of feeling pathetic, 

arenôt you? Donôt you ever watch all the death, and awful 

things on the news, all that horror and feel pathetic? We 

sit around talking about what weôd do if we were in 

charge. Fix the world over coffee. Well, Iôm not pathetic 

anymore. Iôm making choices that are saving lives but 

killing  others. But they are the best choices that can be 

made. Oleg is right. I feel that power and I like it.ò 



ñThen end this. Stop the killing.ò 

ñThe Government needs to be stopped first. Tusita 

needs to be taken for the Chinese. Big picture Hal: the 

Chinese get their hands on the technology in Tusita and 

quickly most of the world gets the answers they are 

looking for. But we canôt do that asking for peace. We 

must topple the regime here first. Thatôs the way to 

peace.ò 

ñSo whatôs the bright idea?ò 

ñWe need the people of the Kingdom to join us.ò 

ñAnd how the hell do you plan to do that? We 

attacked them.ò 

ñIôm going to do something people in power rarely 

do. Iôm going to tell the truth.ò 

  



Channary, Mae, Rome and the aftermath 

 

ñReport!ò the General barked. The command 

room, deep in the hillside, was stuffed full of dirty, bloody 

people. ñGet these civilians cleaned up and into the living 

quarters, and give me a sit-rep.ò  

The command room made a space station seem 

low tech; the entire space a living, twitching machine 

packed full of information. Several men lay in cots, 

strapped in with blue screens all around them. So plugged 

into the information, Mae wondered if they qualified as 

human anymoreðif they ever left, went home, walked the 

dog, argued with their wives. It didnôt look like it. 

Romeôs jaw hit the floor. ñSave the boner for the 

tech, Rome. Not now,ò Mae whispered in his ear.  

ñThe Restraint System intercepted 1,476 enemy 

projectiles,ò one of the men said from his cot. ñHowever, 

we werenôt prepared for the volume of projectiles.ò His 

mouth barely moved yet his words were crisp and clear 

across the hustle of the command room. ñHowever, 311 

strikes are confirmed within the city limits. The MGM-

140 ATACM rocket payload of 240 kilograms of 



explosives has caused significant damage to the targets. 

Several markets have been devastated, three train stations, 

one school, and one hospital are among the worst affected. 

The falling debris has started multiple fires. So many that 

the fire force is unable to attend them all.ò 

ñHow the hell did this happen?ò said the General. 

ñHow can they get so many military assets so close to the 

city?ò 

ñTheyôve implemented this same attack across the 

country, sir. It seems several high-value Kingdom 

platoons defected. It would have taken months to 

implement and execute.ò 

ñYears,ò replied the General. 

Mae shared a small, melancholy smile with Rome 

and pushed her sweaty hair out of her face. She leaned 

over to Channary and whispered in her ear, ñWe need 

Putir nowò. Channary begun blinking. 

The reports of destruction rolled in for the next 

few hours. Infrastructure, towns, supply depots, military 

barracks. It had been systematic. The General had allowed 

Mae, Rome, and Channary to say in the command room. 

They shifted awkwardly about on their feet. Channary had 


































































































































































































































































