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Prologue
The loud thud of his trainers hitting the soft forest ground reverberated throughout the vast open space. Covered with a bed of dead leaves, the surface he was running on gave slightly under his feet as if an earthquake was occurring at the same time... Tylos loved to run through woodland more than anything else. Nothing sounded better than whistling birds hiding in the tree tops, an owl calling in the deepest, darkest part of the woods, and the odd knock of a woodpecker echoing on each and every tree trunk. This was a unique, solitary experience combined with a deep sense of feeling one and only with Mother Nature. With all his five senses awoken, Tylos found a sudden change ahead of him. The paler shades of green and the brighter light announced a clearing. But the changes were not only bound to the scenery. Strange sounds he could not immediately understand became slowly audible... The birds, which were much louder, had turned into a more exotic kind... He was now sure about another thing: there were monkeys in those trees! Tylos jumped through a wall of thick foliage obstructing the path. Getting his balance back after falling safely on his two feet, he noticed that the vegetation had turned into a tropical jungle. But however drastic was the change in scenery, it was nothing compared with what happened next... Hovering above the rain forest canopy, a helicopter produced an unmistakable rotating sound wave that was soon overcome by a loud bang. Tylos looked towards the direction of the blast on his left side and a huge curtain of flames appeared before his astounded eyes... He ran as fast as he could in order to avoid being blown up as yet another salvo of napalm bombs landed, this time on the opposite side of the path. His heart in his mouth, he ran like there was no tomorrow. He could now clearly hear the sound of bullets whizzing past only a few feet away behind and above him. He kept his head down amidst the full scale war that suddenly seemed to be waging around him. After a missile exploded a whisker away from him, he ran through a thick cloud of smoke that lingered for a while in a dreamlike and eerie fashion. Running through the foggy patch, he began suddenly to hear strange voices appearing from nowhere and everywhere, shouting with a strong American accent, “Come on dude! You can do it... The finish line is just a couple of miles ahead...”
The dissipating smoky cloud gave way to an unanticipated scene... Tylos found himself amongst dozens of other joggers running through the well defined lane of a city park... He could not believe his eyes. Hundreds of bystanders on both sides were cheering and waving at them. Surrounding Skyscrapers added to an already overwhelming and oppressing scene. Tylos felt his heart pounding louder and louder. Ahead of him a denser crowd was becoming more excited all of a sudden. The tree lines slowly gave way to a proper city-like street. Propelled by the contagious will of all the other runners, Tylos clenched his fists and ploughed through, focusing on what was now clearly visible just a few hundred yards ahead of him: the finish line. Two young women coming from behind, looking like identical twins with short blond hair and striking blue eyes, appeared on his left side. Despite living in an era where equality of the sexes was an inherent part of society, male chauvinistic stigmas had prevailed when it came to such things as sporting events... Armed with adrenaline and testosterone, the young man used all his remaining strength to keep the competition at bay. But these two girls were not the demure type... They launched their final sprint and soon managed to pass him by a full stride. He felt as though his lungs were on fire and was ready to drop the chase when a little voice in his head told him, “You have bags of energy left in you... Just focus on your leg muscles and let them work right through the pain threshold!” Listening to the voice, Tylos produced an outstanding effort and not only did he manage to gain on the twins but he also overtook them at great speed within the last ten yards of the race. He literally stormed through, passing under the huge banner announcing the end of the New York Marathon.
As Tylos stopped to a halt, breathing heavily, everything turned suddenly white. Bold writing appeared before his eyes: YOUR TIME IS 117 .BEATS AND 88 CENTIBEATS – YOU ARE THE TWELVE MILLION TWO-HUNDRED & TWENTY-EIGHTH BEST RUNNER ON THE DREAM & RUN VIRTUAL GAME VERSION 3.4. YOU IMPROVED YOUR OWN PERSONAL RECORD BY 9 .BEATS AND 21 CENTIBEATS ... WELL DONE!
Tylos removed his virtual sensing goggles and stepped off of the tread mill. Slowly walking towards the exit at the back of the busy gym room, he bumped into his local fitness master who asked him how well he had performed, “Do, kiel bona vi estis hodiau, junulo?”
Using the same Esperanto language, Tylos responded, “Mi plibonigis mian tempon de preskau dek plena .beats!” which meant: “I improved my time by almost ten full .beats!”
* * *

Chapter I: The New Order
Location: somewhere in the streets of the city of Nolondo (contraction of Nova Londono, meaning New London)
Time: @457 Day: 125th Year: 2084
--
Apart from the Gregorian calendar year count, everything else had changed since Europe had been renamed Unu Lando exactly forty-four years since the beginning of this story.
Coordinated Universal Time (UTC) had been changed to the Swatch Internet Time, a concept invented by the famous watch maker in 1998, dividing the solar day into 1000 .beats. The common way to tell time when for example it reached the 456 .beats mark was @456. Thus, this truly universal system enabled millions of people from all around the World to communicate more efficiently.
Naming days and months became irrelevant in a world where taking a sabbatical for religious reasons had no meaning at all... They became numbers: January 1st had become Day 1st and December 31st had become Day 365th (Day 364th on a leap year).
But these were just the tip of the iceberg when it came to change... A lot more things had been altered since those terrible days of uncertainty far back in time when a chain of events had completely transformed the World.
During the first quarter of the Third Millennium, one of the main drivers for change had been the unbearable situation in Europe where a resurgent National Socialism had sprung up everywhere from Paris to Moscow. Neo-Nazis had also infiltrated nationalist parties in countries such as the United Kingdom, Germany, Spain, Italy, Belgium and many more... Extreme Right militants were focusing their attention primarily on Muslim minorities who accounted for more than a quarter of Western Europe’s population. They were systematically targeting Islam, being the fastest growing religion in the World and also a political threat. Through their demographic advantage in some very large constituencies, Muslims had successfully won crucial seats in the European Parliament. Thus, they had begun to influence the votes of some very controversial laws. The most notorious debate had occurred when a simple factory worker had sued the European Parliament after being sacked for not attending to work on the Eid El-Fitr day, which marked the end of Ramadan... This much mediatised story had led to an open deliberation about the reason for Christmas to remain a holiday in Europe amidst a population with far less practising Christians than Muslims. The European MPs decided that it would be unfair to declare Eid El-Fitr a holiday without granting the same privilege to Jews, Hindus, Jehovah Witnesses, Wiccans, Rastafarians, etc... Reluctantly, they concluded that the only way forward was to remove all Christian holidays and replace them randomly with a series of meaningless days off throughout the calendar year, with politically correct names, such as: Winter Day, People Day and Summer Solstice Day. National uproar followed suite but most people finally accepted the fact that celebrating Christmas was a personal choice, which could still be taken as a day off anyway... However, the Far Right used this event as the cornerstone of their political debate, rallying millions of newcomers into their cause. It took a mere few years only for all the nationalist parties in Europe to join forces under the same infamously reformed umbrella: National Socialism. Despite public outcry emanating from most of the political tendencies, being “PC” meant that freedom of expression prevailed and twenty percent of the votes had to be abided by despite being cast for such evil and wrong a cause. Soon after this, neo-Nazis had overtaken the Socialist Party and were trailing just behind the Centre Right Liberals in the polls. Unfortunately, the map of European politics looked pretty much like a time bomb in the making... The two growing minorities of Fascists on one side and Islamists on the other were going head to head, ineluctably deemed to clash. The big question and concern that preoccupied some of Europe’s most forward thinking leaders was to wonder if the battle between the two opposite philosophies could be contained within the political arena or not... The mounting tension, especially in the large suburbs of Berlin and Paris, was such that people braced themselves for a situation that could easily escalate into civil war.
Meanwhile North America’s situation was at an all time low. The nation’s economy had totally collapsed in the midst of the largest Stock Market crash ever recorded, following the Yellowstone volcano’s eruption in the first quarter of the century... The fear of a global cataclysm triggered by the so called “supervolcano” had been so publicly advertised that the very first sight of lava had sent shockwaves throughout all major markets. While the World braced itself for Armageddon, what had started as well organized prevention campaigns distributing leaflets, gas masks, adhesive tape and military food ration packs had evolved into utter panic. Scenes of supermarkets being ransacked by hoards of looters had unfortunately become the norm on national television worldwide... Australia, which would have probably been the safest place on Earth in the event of a massive explosion, had become the recipient of mass exodus. Millions of people started to flock through Sydney Airport from all over the World and Australian immigration authorities soon became inundated under a tidal wave of tourists, all with very genuine reasons to visit the beautiful continent... At some point, the Antipodean Government had no other choice but to curb illegal immigration by refusing access to mere holiday makers. Only people with relatives in the country, business and work visa holders, and officials, were allowed to travel to Australia. At this stage, thousands of boats reached the island illegally from all directions, giving the coast guards and the navy the impossible task of monitoring sixteen thousands miles of coastline... But the situation in the United States was not much better. The US government, which had to take the difficult decision to evacuate half a million people who lived within a two hundred and fifty mile radius from the epicentre, had to build special shelters in all of the major cities outside of the no-man’s-land area for refugees. Despite millions of Dollars thrown into the project, all of the World’s most prominent volcano experts and the latest instruments in seismology measuring each and every rumble of the monster volcano, no one could ascertain if a major explosion was about to happen or not. Based on historical records, Yellowstone’s eruption was overdue by tens of thousands of years. When the famous geysers started to spew out beautiful showers of lava instead of their usual steamy water, experts declared the blast imminent... Surprisingly, nothing more serious than a couple of earthquakes reaching six point one on the Richter’s Scale and some beautiful fireworks avidly filmed by CNN helicopter crews had occurred in several months. This lingering situation described by some as a modern tale of the Sword of Damocles hanging over Uncle Sam’s head had not only put the United States of America to its knees but had also marked the end of the global Market Economy. The relatively small lava outbursts had lasted less than a year and had suddenly stopped exactly as they had started and without any tangible reason. While the rest of the World had become somehow used to living within sight of the Apocalypse, the USA was on the brink of civil unrest. The gap between rich and poor had exponentially increased. Riots in Los Angeles, New York, Chicago and most cities across the territory had become normal occurrences. Over the years the worsening trend had led a major chunk of the population, mostly from a middle class white collar background, to emigrate either to Canada or Europe. The resulting changes in demographics had turned this once most powerful nation on Earth into an uncertain zone where gangs and homeless people were rife. Illegal immigration from Mexico had also taken its toll on the country. Ten years after the “Yellowstone Scare” as it was officially referred to in history books, the first Hispanic President of the United States was elected by an overwhelming majority. After just a few weeks in office, he had changed the official language to Spanish. Long gone were the days when the American Government was intervening in each and every World’s heartbeat. By the time the “Suburban Wars” started in Europe, the USA had already suffered eighty percent unemployment rate and a budget deficit of several hundred trillion Dollars. This time only, Americans had not come to the rescue of the Europeans and the dire situation in the streets of Paris, London, Madrid and Berlin, had led to thousands of deaths... The spark responsible for engulfing the entire region in such a violent outburst had occurred in a tiny street of the French capital... An old pensioner and his thirteen year old grandson were homeward bound whilst being fully absorbed in a conversation just before turning into Rue Mihra. Upon reaching the street, they stumbled into a group of Muslim youth lying on the ground while performing their prayer ritual. This had become common occurrence due to lack of space in the local mosque. Unfortunately, the pious men had become very angry when the old man started to argue that they had no right to block the street and forbid access during prayer... The situation worsened and he was pushed by what everyone claimed being pure circumstantial accident. The old man fell backwards hitting his head violently on the curb and died shortly after of cerebral haemorrhage. Of course, this story went straight to the front pages of all French and other European newspapers. “Pensioner killed after crossing the path of Islam...” and “Muslim militia savagely kill old pensioner on his way home...” were amongst the titles of circulating articles. The leaders of the French political party Front National complained vigorously about the incident and issued a vehement attack on their government for allowing the Muslim community in Paris to claim the pavements of the World’s capital of laicism in such fashion. The Extreme Right wing party used this event as a pretext to organise a series of coordinated demonstrations against the rise of Islam in all of the major European cities and beyond, Moscow included. Planned to coincide with Labour Day, these events took place simultaneously on the 1st of May. Accordingly, all the respective countries’ governments had deployed thousands of police troops in order to monitor the occasion despite being promoted as “a peaceful gathering” by its organisers... The most prominent Islamist organisations had unanimously agreed to avoid confrontation and had issued strict warnings to their community asking people to stay at home. Unfortunately, while most Muslim people were nonviolent and agreed it was in their best interest to avoid confrontation, peace was not on the agenda of certain Jihadist organisations such as Um Al Shaheed. This was the official name of the reformed ideological group formally known as Al Qaeda. Following the death of its ultra famous founder Osama Bin Laden, the entire network had been dismantled lacking support without its charismatic leader. The rehabilitated faction was managed by hardliners with similar panache and the same hatred of Western culture as their predecessors. When on May the 1st the sun rose above the hills of the Helmand region in Afghanistan, Um Al Shaheed’s commander in chief prayed to God for victory in anticipation of the long day ahead of him... At 8:14 a.m. Paris Time, the leader of the Front National received a phone call from the Élysée Palace. The French President himself spoke to him, “We shall not tolerate violence in any shape or form today... I will hold you personally responsible for each and every incident. I want your security service to control the situation and keep your militants calm throughout the demonstration. Is this clear?”
The phone call was brief and highly surprising as it was placed in total opposition to French customary protocol conventions. The French Prime Minister himself had not even been consulted prior to their conversation. The President had been acting upon his own impulsive predicament. After the call, the Extreme Right Leader took some time to ponder the situation. He then called his most trusted lieutenant, “Make sure you call all the leaders of the militant groups one by one including the most violent ones... Tell them to send the maximum number of people and to be ready for a fight! I have a strong feeling that we are going to find lots of obstacles in our path. My order is to crush and destroy all signs of opposition... I mean it! We are at war...”
He hung up the phone realizing that this could be a historic day ahead. Reading between the lines, he attributed the President’s phone call to the fact that as the Head of the French Intelligence Services he had probably been warned of upcoming mass protests by Muslim groups. Regardless of the presidential warning, the Front National was certainly not going to back down!
The demonstration was planned to start at noon. At 11:45 a.m., all the party’s dignitaries started to assemble in front of the Parisian residence of their leader, where a huge crowd was already waiting. A few minutes later, the top man himself joined his troops under huge applause. Followed by approximately five thousand people, he started marching in the direction of the Arc de Triomphe. Each and every time they reached a major intersection, other militant groups joined them in what started as a very well organized demonstration... By the time they arrived at the Champs-Élysées Avenue, they were at least one hundred thousand people. This was the largest rally ever organized by the Front National in history... Similar scenes of public gatherings occurring at the same time all over Europe were being broadcast live on huge television screens that had been installed on either side of the street. Watching their British counterparts reaching Trafalgar Square in London and others in Madrid, Berlin, Brussels, Rome and even Moscow gave a boost to all the French militants who started to sing the National Anthem, “Allons enfants de la Patrie...” Although extremely happy for such a successful demonstration, the Front National leader was worried... He wondered why none of the Muslim groups he had been expecting had actually shown up. Upon reaching the Place de la Concorde which concluded the march, he looked around, a bemused expression on his face. Not one single protester was within sight! This was most uncanny. The only explanation he could think of was that the French President had also called Islamic party leaders and had successfully convinced them to stay at home... At the same time in each of the major European cities, similar ceremonies marked the end of peaceful demonstrations of likeminded people who all had one thing in common: their fear of Islam. Some were simply old pensioners who were affected by the growing numbers of mosques and who feared that one day their beautiful country could be ruled under Sharia law. Others were amongst a growing segment of the population that included unsavoury characters whose doctrine was essentially racist. Amongst those antisocial demonstrators were skinheads, hooligans, neo-Nazis, fascists and even anarchists who were reported to have joined in. At the same precise moment, all European nationalist party leaders lit a torch, cut a ribbon and began to address the crowd with a speech. In Paris, the Head of the Front National carried a wreath and walked towards the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. Just as he prepared to place the large flower arrangement on the symbolic grave, he noticed an oblong object concealed between some leaves. In the blink of an eye, he suddenly realized why his sixth sense had been warning him of some upcoming struggle all along. Only this time, he knew it was a losing battle... Packed with the most explosive non-nuclear compound known to man, the device exploded in a flash of white light. A huge ball of fire torched everything within a fifty-foot perimeter. The blast was so strong that everyone standing within three hundred feet were either killed or severely injured. The shockwave destroyed all the windows of buildings and cars surrounding the Place de la Concorde. Sadly, half of the Arc de Triomphe’s structure was blown to pieces. It stood strong for a few seconds in a defiant stance amidst a cloud of smoke but the sheer weight of the bridge resting on its ailing side made the complete monument collapse. Only one of the columns continued to stand, pointing towards the skies like a giant finger invoking the gods... Amongst a mountain of rubble, cadavers and body parts were lying around. In front of a horrified and bemused audience, similar terrorist attacks, simultaneously occurring in other European cities, started to unveil one by one on the huge television screens, which were initially meant to cheer up the crowd on the Champs-Élysées Avenue. In an equally highly symbolic attack in London, Nelson’s Column had fallen in Trafalgar Square and so had the obelisk standing above the fountain on the Piazza de la Rotunda near the Pantheon in Rome. In total, eleven earth shattering explosions, killing more than ten thousand people and injuring in excess of forty thousand, had stricken Europe. Emergency units in all the major hospitals in Paris, London, Berlin, Rome, Madrid, Brussels, Vienna, Copenhagen, Stockholm, Geneva and Moscow were snowed under with hundreds of barely alive people fighting for their lives. An absolutely devastated French President summoned his Prime Minister immediately to the Élysées Palace. Their surprisingly short meeting lasted no more than forty-five minutes... At exactly 4:00 p.m. the Head of the French Government addressed his nation on national radio and television, “Ladies and gentlemen, today marks not only one of the saddest days in our beautiful country’s history but also the worse attack ever perpetrated against Europe since Attila the Hun! Although it is now time to mourn the dead, after consulting with all of my European counterparts and with the Russian President earlier today, I hereby deliver a simple message to all of you including the perpetrators of these cowardly acts: whatever happened today, our society and our way of life will prevail. All of our governments are truly united on this... Leaving our respective political agendas aside, we have all agreed to form an emergency committee whose goal is to formulate an immediate plan of action, which will soon restore peace and harmony in geographical Europe. I make the announcement today that we are now working very closely with Russia, Ukraine and other Slavic States towards the creation of a united Europe spanning from our most westerly point on the Irish Coast to the eastern Siberian Shores. Please stay tuned as more details about this plan are going to be announced over the next few days. Long live France! Long live Europe!”
In front of an utterly astounded audience of millions of French people watching the live broadcast, the President began to sing the French National Anthem. Some people sung along, some preferred to remain quiet, some chose to smile and some even laughed but most definitely, no one remained indifferent.
Not only focussing on politics, the specially put together committee included philosophers, business leaders, religious dignitaries representing all the major faiths, several Nobel Prize winners and also some of the most popular celebrities whose impact on people would be a crucial asset upon announcing the changes to people. Of course all of the Heads of States were also included. During a marathon meeting that lasted forty-eight hours with only a few short breaks between sessions, one hundred people debated and discussed Europe’s fate. Several points of contention emerged throughout the summit but they all had to agree on one point: cultural clashes dividing European society were directly responsible for these incidents. Even the eminent Muslim cleric who represented his faith within the panel agreed with the majority of members that the rise of Islam in Europe was going head to head with traditional European values. On one hand the majority of Muslims were becoming increasingly religious, strictly abiding by the Holy Koran’s rules and precepts, whilst, on the other hand, most Europeans lived a life geared towards a constant quest for pleasure, wealth and knowledge. The latter of the three points of contention was recognized by the committee members as being the main factor for most people in Europe to regard even their own religion as an old fashioned concept totally irrelevant in modern society. They unanimously concluded that the ideological gap between the two opposite groups was growing exponentially and that none of the two sides would ever accept to live under somebody else’s rule. It was clear that segregation was the only long-term option in order to avoid further clashes. But unfortunately, this was an impossible task as creating a Muslim quarter within each and every European city would be impossible to administrate from a central government point of view. As an ill-fated status quo was glooming, after hours of deliberation, the French President intervened and addressed the assembly, “Dear colleagues, at this eleventh hour where we have exhausted all possibilities, I suggest we look at the problem from a different angle. Taking on the teachings from the French Revolution, which as you all know, I am very fond of, I suggest we reform our society as a whole and ban all religions, hence declaring Europe a pure and true laic state...” Most people in the panel reacted to these words with utter dismay and booed the President. However a small but distinguished group of individuals who were pondering the importance of what had just been said continued to listen as the Frenchman resumed with his speech, “Imagine just for a moment if all churches, mosques and synagogues were closed down. Imagine if people willing to practice their religion could only do it in the confines of their homes. Imagine if merely displaying one’s religious inclinations via his clothes or accessories such as kipas, burqas and crosses was illegal... Well, I trust that ultimately, people who feel so strongly about their religion would resort to either spend most of their time at home or would simply leave the country. This would bring to an end the eras when large congregations of one particular religious group would create unbearable tension with their opposite numbers.”
During the short pause that followed, the Muslim cleric asked for the permission to respond and it was granted to him, “Where do you suggest that the hundred million of European Muslims will go Mr President? Not forgetting the Jews and the Christians of course...”
Some people laughed but they soon stopped as an immediate answer came from the German Chancellor, “Well dear Imam, thinking about it, there is no better person to respond to this question than you, not forgetting our friends Israelites and Christians of course!”
No one laughed this time as his tone was rather severe... Further to additional deliberations, and without any other tangible solution to the problem, the proposal from the French President was finally accepted by the panel. Accordingly, they started to work on an immediate plan of action. Subsequent calls to Saudi Arabia, to the Vatican and to Israel were placed. The cornerstone of radical change in European society was to be unveiled a week later during a press conference held at the European Parliament. Before a crowd of flabbergasted MPs and six hundred and fifty million people waiting anxiously to know their fate, what became simply known as the “Road Map” was broadcast live on television. Also translated into 37 languages and published in the form of a simple letter printed out on the front page of all major newspapers across the territory, here follows an exact transcript:
“Further to the vicious and cowardly attacks perpetrated on May Day, eleven capital cities, which have symbolised the multicultural face of Europe for centuries have been scarred for life. Not only have the terrorists plotted to kill innocent people on this occasion but they have also targeted monuments, immemorial witnesses of hard but never to be forgotten times. Since the Renaissance, we have flourished exponentially in the areas of art, science and technology. But most importantly, our progress lies in our extroverted humanism. We value life and people and this is not only what makes us unique and advanced human beings but also what forms the fabric of our European society.
We shall mourn the dead but most importantly we shall always be reminded of the reasons behind these incidents in order not to repeat the same mistakes ever again. Therefore all fallen monuments are going to be rebuilt not only to their full glory but also with a current and modern twist that will perpetuate our time in history.
It is now time to rebuild our society and to get on with our quest for progress and innovation. But our priority is also to resume our lives as one European People, united, undivided and focussed.
A unique committee comprising of one hundred handpicked individuals with some of the most advanced minds on the Planet in fields as diverse as science and philosophy but also religious leaders from all denominations, humanitarian gurus, charismatic celebrities and our Heads of State, has been tasked to rid our society of its current violent antagonistic make-up.
Through pragmatic and logical thought process the panel has unveiled the following facts:
- The perpetrators of the terrorist attacks on May Day are factions of Um Al Shaheed.
- Their prime target is National Socialism in any shape or form.
- The resurgence of National Socialism in Europe is a direct result of the constant increase of the Muslim population.
- The larger the latter grows, the more followers will enrol in the former and consequently the further clashes between the two opposite groups will occur.
- It is therefore a necessity to eradicate the risk of additional attacks by not only slowing the increase of the Muslim population in Europe but also by reversing the trend permanently.
Accordingly, a humanitarian plan was elaborated in conjunction with the World’s most prominent Islamic leaders, the Arab League and the Government of Saudi Arabia. Through subsidies from the above mentioned organisations and entities and from all European States, financial incentives are going to be given to all Muslim families willing to relocate to Arab and Muslim countries.
Our aim is to reduce the Muslim population in Europe by eighty percent within the next twenty-four months.
Moreover, history has repetitively shown that religion is the source of many societal diseases. We have therefore decided to follow similar strategy with all other religious faiths. Accordingly and further to reviewing the situation with the leaders of all Christian denominations and of the Jewry, substantial financial support has been generously granted by various entities such as the Vatican, the Church of England and the Israeli Government. Through this process, we have raised sufficient funds to help one million Jewish people relocate to Israel. Even larger sums have been allocated to the estimated ten to fifteen million Christian people willing to immigrate to other locations where they can continue to practice their faith freely. Due to the sheer amount of people involved, thirteen enclaves have been drafted with the sole purpose of becoming the refugees’ home. In the future, these regions will be totally independent and will have their own governments and economies. Wherever possible, the Christian people will be given the choice to move to one of the following destinations: Corsica and the Lourdes area in France, Sicily and the Abruzzo Region in Italy, part of Ireland, Scotland and Wales in the United Kingdom, Bavaria in Germany, Macedonia in Greece, Galicia, Balearics and the Canary Islands in Spain and finally part of Russia.
Within the next two years, we shall endeavour to build one unique laic state in greater Europe with a single people and government. After this period, no religion will be publicly practiced.
We trust this will mark the end of racially and culturally motivated terrorism. There is a long road ahead before we can all be united under one proud nation.
On behalf of the six hundred and fifty million people on the European continent, thank you!”
Following the publication of this letter, a well-planned exodus started gradually. Using the latest construction techniques, temporary accommodation, refugee camps and even permanent dwellings were erected in all of the so called “Religious Enclaves”. Despite overwhelmingly resenting their situation, departing people were largely compensated by their respective governments. Moreover, great accounts of successfully rehabilitated people kept popping in the news, such as “Success stories in the Promised Land”...
Unfortunately, the best integration of people occurred in the Christian Enclaves. Even little by little, the arrival of one million Jews forced the Israeli government to increase their controversial settlement program in East Jerusalem and in all the “occupied territories” annexed over the years from neighbouring Arab countries. Despite increasing complaints from the Palestinian Authorities, Islamic nations had a much larger problem on their hands: eighty million refugees! While relatively comfortable accommodation was built throughout the Christian Enclaves, it was seldom the case in the Muslim World. Hundreds of thousands of people ended up in disused Palestinian camps, make-shift hangars, gymnasiums and even tents. Rumours of mistreatment began to filter through the media and many individuals already enrolled in the repatriation program tried to withdraw their applications. Unfortunately, in most cases, their local governments were not able to reverse the administrative process already in place and thousands of families were forced to leave their houses and countries by the authorities without their consent. Clashes between police forces and rebellious Muslim youths started all over Europe, especially in large city suburbs. In the final six months of the Religious Exodus, riots and civil unrests had become a common occurrence across Europe. Sadly, curfews and Martial Law had to be put in place in the most populated areas. The last chunks of population leaving the continent for a better or possibly worse life went against their will and most went manu militari...
The dust eventually settled throughout the Middle East. Amidst the strongest economic boom ever recorded in the region because of high petrol demand from China and India, most refugees went straight into employment. In fact, this cheap and ultra-qualified workforce was a very good deal for all the Muslim countries, which had historically struggled to acquire quality people without having to pay exorbitant expatriate packages... In fact, when the wise King of Saudi Arabia had formally accepted to cover most of the cost associated with these people’s repatriation, he and his economic advisers had already calculated that their long term financial return would be worth several billions of Euros despite the relatively high initial investment... Unfortunately, the King was also advised by Islamic clerics who had suggested that part of the deal should be to force Europeans to be also rid of all other religions such as Christians and Jews. They thought it would be fairer that way and would avoid alienating the Muslim population, which would have been yet again perceived as blatant Islamophobia. They also secretly thought that it was bound to create an insurmountable problem for their archenemies the Jews... Although the initial reaction from most of the European leaders apropos this particular request was to disagree, the French and Scandinavian countries supported the idea, which was totally in line with their historical slant towards an ultra-laic society. Hence the deal was made...
Less than a year after making the suggestion, the King of Saudi Arabia realised how foolish and short-sighted it was... As a direct result of the sudden population increase in Israel, the Palestinian problem was no longer contained in the West Bank and was spreading at an alarming pace further a field in the greater region... Supporting a mainly Shiite Syria, the Iranian President had issued a very strong warning against the Zionist Government over its settlements policy in the Golan Heights, “The imperialist tactics used by the Israeli Government are part of a very dangerous strategy, which goes against Islam and its people, not only our Syrian brothers and sisters. Thus, it is the duty of all Muslims to fight the invaders with all our might. Unless the Jews leave immediately all their new settlements in the Golan Heights and in Palestine, they will unleash the wrath of God upon themselves.”
Although the Israelis considered this warning from the Iranians as being a genuine threat with potentially devastating consequences, they refused categorically to change the course of their territorial expansion, hence letting the tension between the two countries escalate to the highest point... Iran was the first to launch a nuclear strike targeting Tel Aviv and Haifa simultaneously. The first salvo on the Jewish capital city was luckily intercepted by their missile defence system, considerably limiting the damages despite a wave of radiation that killed thousands of people. Unfortunately, the second bomb hit its target a few minutes after midnight. The coastal city’s population was so concentrated in the perimeter where it fell that half a million people were instantly obliterated. Another million died shortly after due to radiation fallouts. Receiving the terrible news instantly, people around the World braced themselves for other countries to join in. Surprisingly, the Jewish State did not retaliate immediately and they let the horror settle before striking several targets across the Arab World: Three bombs aimed at the main nuclear facilities in Iran annihilated the countries’ arsenal in a flash. Instants later, two further bombs hit Damascus and to everyone’s surprise Dhahran in Saudi Arabia where most of the World’s petrol was being refined... Despite strong pressure from hardliners amongst the Islamist’s leaders, the Pakistani Government refused to get involved, hence leaving the situation to cool down. As the damages both in terms of people and infrastructure unveiled, both sides realized how horrible a status quo they had reached... They were both big losers! While the rest of the World focussed on learning the lessons taught by this terrible crisis, the opponents focussed on burying their dead and on rebuilding what had been destroyed.
Through strong humanitarian cohesion and solidarity, all Arab and Muslim nations worked like one country for the first time in history... As a result, it took a mere two years for a new empire called Islam United to emerge. Apart from Spain, Portugal and of course Israel, it comprised of all the countries previously forming the Umayyad Empire in the 7th Century AD plus several other countries in East Africa, Central Asia, Indonesia, Malaysia and indeed Pakistan! Unfortunately, the Israeli strike on Dhahran had instantly wiped out billions of revenues, which used to be generated through twenty-five percent of the World’s oil exports. It had left the region in huge economic turmoil...
For their part, Europeans who were left facing sky rocketing oil prices had no choice but to shift to electric powered cars and by 2050, ninety percent of the rest of the World followed... In 2055, a revolutionary self-powered car technology took the market by storm. Equipped with solar roof panels and integrated wind turbines under the bonnet, this new vehicle also featured a very innovative device capable of harvesting the kinetic rotational energy produced by its wheels. The electricity generated via these three sources over a hundred-mile journey was enough to fully charge a central battery, with an impressive capacity of travelling four hundred miles at an average speed of fifty-five miles per hour. This invention set the pace for many more changes in the automotive industry and overall in the transport sector. Accordingly, a huge network of parallel tracks was introduced in all urban areas across Europe. By the year 2060, all new cars were equipped with dual motion capabilities in order to drive equally well on traditional roads or on the newly introduced rails. The latter method required the drivers to input their destination in a console hence transmitting the data instantly to the relevant traffic network centre. Once on tracks, the vehicle was completely taken over and operated by computers until it reached the programmed location where the driver was then able to resume on four wheels for local traffic area access. Within a few years only, this new way of transportation had not only taken over all built-up areas but had also become the norm on countryside motorways. Since the vehicle speed was controlled automatically by computers, road accidents had soon become a thing of the past. Complex algorithms were also introduced to improve traffic conditions. Hence, traffic network centres were able to calculate the best routes for all car journeys and to provide an accurate travel time in advance to the drivers. Moreover, the State had also introduced self-operated taxis that could be booked and programmed to collect people at any location along the tracks network using GPS coordinates. This option was so efficient that it had soon become the most popular solution, reducing significantly the need for people to own their own car. Through a combination of technological, economic and climatic changes, it rapidly became clear to Government leaders that car ownership had also become obsolete. By 2080, only certain professions such as police, ambulance drivers, firemen and maintenance people were granted their own vehicle. Everyone else used public transportation. Superfast trains slowly replaced airplanes, which were deemed too harmful for the environment and too costly to run. Only military aviation remained. With high-speed railway tracks linking towns and cities all over Europe, plus a super efficient taxi network connecting stations to their respectively local area, it became easier, faster and also more pleasant to travel anywhere!
Overall, the Nuclear War had affected Europe to a lesser extent than the rest of the World. Since the Religious Exodus and the consolidation with Russia and Ukraine, the “Old Continent” had managed to survive on its own resources and had become pretty much a self-sufficient autarchy. On the other hand, the global economy had been thrown into permanent state of depression, which had in return led other countries to adopt a similar strategy to that of both European and Muslim nations. Accordingly, whilst most imports and exports had halted everywhere in the World, Regionalisation had become the only possible way out for ailing nations. This new survival strategy annihilated completely the Globalisation process.
Further to a state of permanent depression that had hindered the Chinese economy since revaluating its currency and losing trillions in export trade, China had finally found an opportunity to improve its market conditions through an alliance with neighbouring powers. Talks with Greater Korea, an already united territory spanning from Pyongyang to Seoul, and with India led to the creation of a new nation: Chinkordia. This coalition ruined quasi instantly all the other Asian markets, creating huge political and military tension with Japan, Singapore and Taiwan especially... In order to control the entire region, the new superpower’s navy had blocked all access between the East China Sea to the Bay of Bengal, hence slowing considerably one of the favourite export routes of its three rival countries. One thing leading to another, a Taiwanese submarine was “accidentally” sunk by one of Chinkordia’s war boats. For that reason, Japan and Singapore decided to unite with Taiwan in a joint naval war operation, which lasted only three days and had notoriously become the shortest full scale war ever recorded in history. In an overwhelming display of force the giant nation had wiped out all its three rival countries’ fleets in just two days leading to their capitulation on the third... Over the years that followed this so called Three Days War, Chinkordia not only crushed the three belligerent countries’ economies, but also gained control of their internal policies through the process of forcing them to sign unilateral treaties. Other small countries such as Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia and Nepal followed suit ending up being “swallowed” by the giant consortium. From a geopolitical point of view, the World was left with four major players: Greater Europe, Chinkordia, Islam United and on the other side of the Atlantic the United States of America, which had been re-baptised United Americas after joining forces with Central and South America. The combined effects of the Regionalisation and of the Nuclear War had led to the implosion of the United Nations, which had suffered a fatal blow when three of its five permanent Security Council members had become a single political entity (France, the United Kingdom and Russia). Moreover, the UN’s humanitarian and global policing ethos had lost its shine since the United Americas, once its strongest advocate, was only focussing on its domestic issues. As a result, an incapacitated UN had been totally unable to curb the war between Israel and Iran. Symbolically, the President of the United Nations had chosen the one month anniversary of the strike on Haifa to announce to the World his organisation’s dissolution. The overall three hundred and sixty degrees change in global politics meant that countries had completely ceased to get involved with the rest of the World. While this strategy benefited strongly the large consolidated nations, it made small isolated countries suffer. With no more international aid and subsidies, Africa and its forty independent states had become a lawless land where overpopulation, famine, war and disease were common occurrences for its three billion people.
Climatic changes also helped reshape the World. Since the collapse of the Western Antarctic Ice Sheet, sea levels had risen by fifteen feet forcing people to abandon cities near coastal areas and estuaries around the World such as Amsterdam, Miami and Marseilles... Part of South and Central London had also been regularly flooded, forcing the British to relocate the business district of Canary Wharf to what had become the city’s new pole of attraction: Hemel Hampstead. Through the subsequent process of building further away from the river Thames and its estuary, a new agglomeration emerged to the North and West of the old metropolis. This new area was called Nolondo, a contraction of Nova Londono, meaning New London in the new official European language: Esperanto. In the same fashion, the name of Europe was changed to “Unu Lando”, which meant One Land.
All of these fundamental transformations, especially the end of Globalisation, the Nuclear War, the great floods and the Religious Exodus, had brought a different onus to European society. Besides, Unu Lando was also enriched by the bipolar cultural bonanzas laden in the Western and Eastern traditions. Recent history had shown that it was far more important for nations to focus on their people rather than on their GDP... Some old precepts from the Communist era kept popping up when the newly united regime began to brainstorm. It did not take long before Capitalism and Market Economy were found to be a mere attempt for a few privileged conglomerates to amass riches whilst being a burden to the environment and to society in general. Steps were taken toward the abolition of anything lucrative and financial. It became simply illegal to generate a profit in any shape or form. Consequently, Money had to be abolished. Allowances and various forms of benefits were instated in lieu of currency. Every person was granted with clothing allowances, food credits and free housing. The latter was allocated on the basis of one hundred and fifty square foot of private living space per individual plus seventy-five square foot of common living space per adult or fifty square foot only per child. An additional ninety square foot was granted to single adults. While these new guidelines were more difficult to apply with old flats and houses that had been built without any space restrictions in mind, they were applied in all new buildings. Moreover, the ethos of the construction industry had shifted from being architectural, efficient and profitable to being efficient and sustainable only. Disregarding aesthetics and saleability, most of all new dwellings regardless of being private or public were built underground. Using a combination of solar and geothermal energies, these new houses were totally self-sufficient. The moderate European climate helped the water consumption to be covered by recycled rain. Throughout the years, people moved away from their above ground dwellings to ultra efficient bunkers and galleries... The government endeavoured to demolish old buildings reusing and recycling the rubble for future construction projects. As a result, the overall landscape had changed dramatically. In some areas, only monuments and street lights were left standing as most of the population had moved underground. Overall, it seemed that the World had turned into a much greener space...
Since the business led industries had totally disappeared, the jobs market had been totally reshuffled. Everyone was assigned to work in a specific function meant to be in line with their knowledge and abilities. During the transition period, millions of people whose previous careers spanned from sales & marketing to the financial sector had to re-train in order to do something more useful to society. The region witnessed a subsequent shift from services to the manufacturing industries. Agriculture and construction became also essential functions within the New Order. For society to progress further and for all individuals to contribute equally towards a common cause, the central government declared it a necessity to mould the population into a well-trained and disciplined workforce. In order to achieve this, a new device called Virtualaj Sirmokulvotroj or VS was introduced. These were modified versions of virtual goggles initially used for mobile video conferencing and in the video games sector. With advanced imaging capabilities, an integrated video cam cum holographic projector and a mouth piece, they quickly replaced mobile phones. Universal video calls technology opened a totally new era of communication. People used their VS not only to watch television, to read books, to play interactive games but also to consult their GP, to attend work meetings, to train for a new job, etc... The government kept on distributing the VS and its add-ons free of charge to a population craving the next application. The introduction of sensing gloves combined with virtual keyboard software made laptops and PCs look like dinosaur technology... It had become possible for people to visualize a virtual representation of their own hands typing on a computer keyboard while they were actually moving their fingers through thin air. Full voice recognition capabilities followed, hence enabling total verbal control of the VS and of its software. Real Time Computing had evolved towards “Instant Information Access”, a revolutionary concept whereby anyone could access instantly any type of information, from anywhere and at anytime. When the entire population felt totally dependent on their VS, the Government began to use the device for far less popular purposes such as population control... First, every person aged eighteen and over had to register and to fill in an online questionnaire for the population census. It also involved a retinal scan... Then, people were gradually asked to “report” to the authorities online and to answer a few random questions. In order to fully control the population, the State turned into a full-blown “Big Brother” like entity and launched several new VS applications... First through triangulation, it was used to locate people, then a later use was to “catalogue” their skills and ultimately to assign the most suitable work positions. The initial psychometric profiling techniques turned into more advanced mind reading technology sending electro-magnetic signals to specific areas of the brain. It became a habit for everyone to “report” at an increasing pace. By 2084, an online seven .beats daily “checkpoint” had become mandatory. It entailed a series of tests and what appeared to be random questions: a bat enters your bedroom... Are you scared, thinking it could be a vampire? Do you attempt to kill it? Do you call 911? Do you ignore it and go back to bed?
Policing was also facilitated by the VS... If anyone failed to report during their daily “checkpoint”, did not turn up at work, or did anything wrong, an alarm would go off. If left unanswered, the VS holder would be physically chased by the authorities and punished if caught. In the early 2080s all new born babies were fitted with brain implants. Initially, their purpose was to merely track a person throughout his/her life but soon after their inception, they included very controversial mind debilitating and even terminating capabilities. These embedded devices were loaded with chemicals, which when released affected the nervous system. This was the most effective crime deterrent ever introduced on the Planet.
Various levels of punishment existed, usually starting with privilege reductions such as food credit and clothing allowance deductions, etc... The next step was to place offenders under “virtual arrest”. In this instance, people had to wear their VS throughout the day for periods varying from a week up to several months in the most serious cases. Devices were remotely locked during daily redemption rotas introducing high voltage strikes if tempered with or removed. Thus, doing “virtual time” meant not only that physical prisons and their massive infrastructures were no longer necessary but most importantly that treatment could be induced... It was possible to administrate through the VS a “psycho-correction” program, which involved the transmission of specific commands via a series of low-frequency white noises directly into the subconscious. Various levels of treatment were available from mere brainwash to total lobotomy. In extreme cases, when confronted with large groups of offenders, the police were able to remotely activate some electromagnetic terminals located on every street corner within urban areas. These were able to produce low intensity microwaves that rendered people’s minds numb and were also capable of controlling crowds...
Using such deterrents was not the only reason why the crime rate in Unu Lando had fallen to a quasi inexistent level. The education system also contributed to the successful integration of children in society via an intensive primary school induction at age two and a half. Pupils were taught through a “traditional” face-to-face curriculum until the age of seven when “virtual schooling” sessions usually began... For each and every child, secondary education started with thorough psychometric profiling analysis conducted through a VS device, which determined their orientations. During a subsequent six-year period the children followed a semi-specialized syllabus that turned into a fully specialized program from the age of thirteen and up to sixteen. That point was to be the end of education for some who would be sent straight to work in less academically challenging occupations. Based on their abilities and profiles, others would join the prestigious “Virtual University”... Through their VS, millions of students from all over the Continent were able to attend lectures from the most talented professors on the Planet. Computer algorithms specifically designed for the education system helped monitor each and every student making sure of their required attendance, suggesting text books and rating their test papers. Further to receiving their degrees, young people were thrown into the workplace through the Ministry of Labour, which allocated positions based on organisational requirements and location.
The end of the Market Economy had reduced the number of jobs by half. It was therefore not possible for the Government to keep all its working-age population busy. Decision was subsequently taken to introduce “virtual work”. This process helped keep people at work, earning food credits and other privileges but it also maintained an immediate replacement workforce able to step into anyone’s shoes in the event of illness or death. Hence, the labour market was organised like clock-work.
On behalf of the Government, a permanent “think tank” constantly analysed society and the socio-economic factors that could affect people. For example, since money was no longer in use, Football had lost its glamour and appeal to the millions of supporters it once had. It became merely just a regular game with no more shine than handball or badminton. The same occurred with tennis, golf and cricket... Anything superfluous was banned in Unu Lando. Only necessary things officially approved by the State were allowed. Consequently, there was no religion, no pets, no drugs, no alcohol and no tobacco! The film industry had also ground to a complete halt. Acting was not even on the job list... Although heavily regulated, entertainment played a part in the daily lives of “Unulandians”... State television channels showed non-violent children’s programs, documentaries, news bulletins, game shows and pre-1960 movies, which were deemed to be less subversive. A music channel played live and pre-recorded classical and jazz concerts. Apart from opera and some classic songs, lyrics were banned due to their rebellious slant. Mainstream music was electronic.
The most popular form of distraction was yet again supplied through VS devices. Incredible virtual games were invented. With accessories such as football “sensing shoes”, tennis “sensing rackets”, golf “sensing clubs”, it was possible to practice any sport anywhere, at anytime and alone!. Therefore, it was common occurrence to spot people running madly on their own in the middle of a field, kicking an imaginary ball... Ultra sophisticated audiovisual settings allowed the re-enacting of famous World Cup games with legendary players. Through their VS, one could enjoy a game with Ronaldinho, Beckham or even Pele... Electrical impulses gave realistic sensations of pressure on the players’ feet. The same technology was used to give the impression that one was actually serving an ace or putting for a birdie... Through constant improvements, those “Virtual Sports” became the most popular leisure form immediately followed by “Virtual Travels”, a completely new way to explore the architecture of a foreign city or to visit famous museums... The streets of Florence, the Louvre Museum in Paris and the Venice canals were amongst the most popular choices. Using an incredible nationwide CCTV camera network, it was possible to explore every corner of literally every city and at anytime of the day or night...
Despite being regulated, real long distance travel was still possible. Permission was granted on a yearly basis to people with good behaviour records. Destinations were always limited and depended on supply and demand as house exchange was the only possible way to find accommodation further to the collapse of the hospitality industry.
Travel privileges were granted to all by the state at the rate of one mile per person per day on top of their return journey to work, plus an annual one thousand mile return trip. Since most things and supplies were easily accessible and often delivered at home rather than collected, the need to commute was limited. Therefore, it was possible to save considerable amounts of travel miles and to reuse them later on for a holiday. Thus, visiting far away destinations was achievable. When people preferred to have their own means of transportation, such as a private car, they were also able to do so by spending their miles twice as fast. For example, a one mile trip in a shared taxi used to cost one mile credit and two mile credits in a private hire car.
Overall, Unulandians had a fair amount of choice, considering that too many liberties in previous democratic societies had led to their demise. Rules and regulations had been introduced steadily and directly in reaction to emerging societal behaviour patterns.
After splitting from its fundamental traditions during the Religious Exodus in 2040, the European society had evolved into a new era. Traditional marriages were quasi nonexistent in big cities and becoming more scarce in rural areas as well. Homosexuality, bi-sexuality and a plethora of hardcore pornography were omnipresent in an environment totally deprived of moral values. It had become clear to everyone observing the situation that, without strong religious onus to curb vice, Europe was turning into Sodom & Gomorrah. This is how in the midst of a pandemic of sexually transmitted disease a growing underground trend called “La Abstinema” meaning “The Abstinents” started. LA’s as they liked to be called were initially young people aged between fifteen and twenty-five and they all had in common a quest to remain pure and chaste for as long as possible, until they met their love mate or life partner. Throughout the years, as the LA movement began to stick, some of the original LA’s who had become older, resorted using libido suppressing drugs in order to prolong their conditions. Some fanatics even went through the trouble of having dangerous and illegally performed operations such as castration in the case of men and oophorectomy for women. Another less strict branch of LA’s kept their vow not to have physical and intimate relationship but indulged in an illegal form of virtual sex. Covering their entire body with a special “technological gel” packed with microscopic sensors and “neuroelectric” transmitters, these people were able to feel and to see their naked partner using VS devices and illegal software only available on the black market... In order to spice up “virtual intimate intercourse”, an array of options was introduced: straight or gay partnerships, a catalogue of physiques and also a choice of extravagant locations such as The Versailles Palace or The Mirage Hotel in Las Vegas... Boosting participants’ touch and overall kinaesthetic senses via a mixture of sensorial enhancement drugs helped them to experience even more realistic sensations. Whilst it was initially designed only for single players, new versions of the “Virtual Sex” game were introduced due to popular demand, enabling multi-players “interaction” in groups of two up to an unlimited amount of people... Hence, “virtual relationships” started to spawn across the continent.
The rest of the population did not give a lot of attention to the movement until the early 2060s when at least one in ten teenagers was an LA. This had to be perceived as the strongest rejection of society by its youth since the Punk era in the 1980s... Unu Lando’s rulers, who were fully aware of the situation, knew that it was in their interest to find a solution to the problem, as it could eventually lead to the end of their civilisation.
Moreover, clear signs of Europe’s shrinking and aging population were already announcing major setbacks for the future generations... For a very long time in History, a census had counted less than four hundred million people and a massive forty-five percent over the age of sixty-five! Not willing to let the situation worsen, the Government launched yet another series of drastic and unpopular countermeasures... First, homosexuality and La Abstinema became totally illegal! On the other hand, euthanasia was legalized for people over sixty-five. This equally controversial procedure not only enabled retirement homes, hospitals and mental institutions to let go of people who simply wanted to die, but it also opened the door to major culls of people in constant care who suffered from senile dementia or from permanent and extreme disabilities... Finally, a program called DIVL “Don Infano Via Lando” (give a child to your country) was initiated. Based on this, potential male and female genitors were selected according to genetic and physiological criteria in view to boost the demographics, both in terms of quantity and quality... Subsequently, a large sample of the population was made to work in specifically built facilities where millions of babies were conceived. People nicknamed these institutions the VB’s (Virtualaj Bordeloj or Virtual Brothels)... Once pregnant, all mothers were sent back to their respective homes under close supervision of State nurses and fathers were allowed to resume with their own lives. The thousands of children born under this program were then either raised by their natural mother or even sometimes by both parents if their brief encounter had led to real love. In some extreme cases where both parents couldn’t face the prospects of raising an unwanted child, offspring were sent to State orphanages... In the early days of this experiment, only volunteers were involved but unfortunately, due to the declining number of people choosing to register for DIVL, the government had no choice but to make it mandatory. Accordingly, they started to pick people randomly amongst a preselected chunk of the population, forcing them to join in... Furthermore, IVF insemination was even ruled out based on the ground of affecting mothers’ psychology and of increasing abortion risks. Therefore, natural copulation was the participants’ only available means and although only unmarried and proven heterosexual people were drawn, it created uproar amongst the target community who felt they were used as guinea pigs. To ease the situation, large compensations were given away in term of food and leisure credits as well as large doses of sex drive enhancing drugs sneakily mixed with drinks. Unfortunately, the program was not as successful as it should have been... Too many children from parents who couldn’t cope were sent to orphanages. While this was not a problem in terms of maintaining or even increasing population levels, it opened a window of potential side effects on social dynamics once the children reached adulthood. Therefore and once again, a governmental “think tank” was put to work... This is how the idea of “forced marriages” came up. In view of that, people were chosen not only based on genetic match but also this time on parental abilities. When young men and women reached twenty, they were forced to marry someone selected by the State and to have a child within two years. Those who found it difficult to acclimate to marital life with a stranger were helped through counselling sessions, medication and even brainwashing sessions in the most extreme cases. On the other hand, when the required quota of children was reached, contraception and even permanent sterilisation was introduced.
* * *

Chapter II: The Coming of Age of Two Love Bugs
At nineteen, Tylos’ life was already well laid out in front of him... In his final year of studies before gaining a PhD in architecture, he had everything to look forward to: a long and interesting career in the prestigious Ministry of Construction, Maintenance and Architectural Development, a marriage with a well-matched partner and then a child... Modern life under Unulandian rule was meant to be easygoing and comfortable but, although it suited the majority of people, some individuals such as Tylos himself would have preferred something a bit more challenging... Raised in a State orphanage, he had learned at an early age how to keep his emotions to himself. Even though on the surface the young man seemed to be well groomed for perfect integration into society, his rebellious side was pulling him the other way. He had joined an online virtual club known to harvest people with lenient LA tendencies... It is in this subversive environment that he was introduced to a stunning red haired girl called Lienar through a common friend. When he first saw her, he thought she looked like a boy because of her short cropped hair, but soon, her soft and gracious features and her almond-shaped green eyes had revealed an unmistakable sensuous femininity. All he knew about her was that she was also nineteen and had just completed a seismology degree. Attracted to her at first sight he had tried to capture her attention by showing interest in her studies: “Hey, I heard you are into earthquakes and volcanoes...”
She probed him with her penetrating eyes and smiled before responding, “So, you are an expert, I presume?”
Passing the usual pleasantries, their conversation evolved to a less mundane discussion...
“So, how does it feel to be getting married in just a few months?” He asked.
“Pretty much like jumping into a black hole in my opinion but I really don’t see why I should be discussing this with a perfect stranger like you...”
Slightly destabilised by her cynical side, he tried a softer approach, “I am sorry if I upset you... I know how you feel, believe me! Don’t forget I am in the very same situation... In fact, I often dream about marrying a woman without a face. Anyway, I guess I should not be sharing my fear of the unknown with you either... All I can say is that making you mad has shown me a side of you that radiates strength and sensuality at the same time.”
She looked puzzled for a while before responding, “Plecia nearctica, that’s what we are… haven’t you heard of love bugs? As soon as they reach adulthood, they mate with the first partner nature puts in front of them and never stop until they die… The same cruel destiny will happen to us. Our inner self is bound to fade away as our bodies turn into child-making factories.”
The young woman looked down with an empty glare before adding, “But I still have six months ahead of me... So, let’s enjoy every second! How about if I invite you to join me in a private room?”
Her image suddenly disappeared from his vision board. Before making sense of it, a call sign popped up on the right end side of his screen with a tag line he immediately recognized: “Love bug calling…” All of a sudden, Lienar’s beautiful figure reappeared. This time, she was sitting alone on a pink sofa in a confined space. In front of her, a glass and a bottle filled with an amber liquid were standing on a small coffee table.
“I would offer you a glass if we were not meeting virtually… I hope you won’t mind if I have a drink…”
She poured herself a large one and took a sip before adding, “Oh, don’t look like such a prude! Is it the first time you see booze?”
Tylos was indeed shocked. He had heard about people still brewing alcohol clandestinely but the risks associated with being caught were so high that he only imagined the most subversive anarchists doing it...
“I am surprised all right… I would have never imagined a girl like you doing such a thing! But before you say anything else, are we safe here?”
She smiled…
“Do not worry! This is exactly why I asked you to join me in this secure location. Just to reassure you, the virtual coordinates of this lounge were programmed less than twelve hours ago by hackers... Since it takes at least twenty four hours for the States’ computers to find rogue meeting points like this, we are all right for the rest of the night if you wish…”
“But how do you manage to get all that stuff? Who are you?” He asked, really amazed by his new mysterious friend.
“I already told you… I am just a little plecia nearctica…”
Meeting this girl meant the World to Tylos who never had the chance to forge a real relationship with the opposite sex… He felt immensely and utterly attracted to her. Somehow, ploughing his fingers through her soft and shiny amber locks was a particularly exciting fantasy he often thought of. Her beautiful red hair reminded him of tree leaves in autumn and of flames in a log fire… They had agreed to meet up again, virtually that was… Despite coming from opposite family backgrounds, they had a lot in common. They both enjoyed the same passion for freedom, for ancient literature such as Edgar Allan Poe and Franz Kafka and for obscure and banned last Century’s scores by Pink Floyd. She still lived with her parents, one of the rare couples who had fallen in love while meeting through the DIVL program. They were well educated professionals working in key positions, and despite the lack of a class system in Unu Lando, they belonged to the underlying intelligentsia. A rebellious teenager, Lienar had connections with an anti-governmental group simply known as Rezisto (Resistance). Through this link, she had access to black market material such as alcohol, forbidden movies, secret virtual meeting venues and much more…
The morning after meeting her for the first time, Tylos was woken up by a call from his college. Since he had forgotten to switch off the virtual meeting mode on his VS, a holographic projection of his mentor appeared before his eyes. Luckily, she was using regular call mode and was not able to see his disheveled head emerging above the blanket. Reciprocally, he could only see a virtual representation of her, as realistic as her true self.
“Good morning Tylos!” She said with her usual assertive voice.
“I hope I am not waking you up but your lecture with Professor Gunker has been rescheduled fifty .beats earlier, which means that it will start in exactly twelve .beats from now! Sorry for the short notice but Prof. Gunker has to fly later this morning onboard a military jet bound to Moscow, where cracks have started to show in the Kremlin building… These are thought to be the results of his third level underground extension… Imagine that! Anyway, I better leave you to it… Have fun!”
The lady’s image disappeared in an instant. He stepped out from the elevated alcove where his bed was. It was an interior design trend to dig bedroom recesses above ground level in order to capitalize on geothermal energy and keep these areas warm in the winter and cool in the summer. The bamboo flooring, which radiated the gentle warmth emanating from the underground heating system, felt good under his feet. He poured himself a large glass of Kompleta Suko, a liquid mixture made with selected cereals, fruits, vegetables, dairy products and sea urchins. It could easily sustain a grown-up man’s dietary requirements for at least eight hours… His VS, which was programmed to play “chill-out” music at that time of the morning, all of a sudden switched automatically to television mode when a news alert started being broadcast. The face of an anchor woman appeared in the middle of the living room…
 “Saluton! The Department of Homeland Security has initiated a campaign called Trust & Thrive aimed at school children. The program is designed to encourage young members of society to prevent crime by reporting to their tutors any wrong doings they happen to be the witness of. In return, the Ministry will grant the most collaborative pupils with gifts and various privileges including a chance to study criminology and join the police forces… In Russia, an earthquake of magnitude 4.2 on the Richter Scale has created some minor damages to buildings in the Moscow area where the epicenter was detected… Finally, the Department of Food Hygiene will introduce next month a new variety of evening meal packs, richer in proteins and fibers. The new range will replace our current Vespero Mango deemed to lack in oligoelements. Look out for it in your local supermarket! This is all for now and for me. I am Macar3639 broadcasting live from the Ministry of Information Headquarters in Nolondo. Adiau (Goodbye)!”
Since the Religious Exodus, naming had become a hot political issue. Mary, Joseph and Mohammed carried an obvious religious slant, which the new regime wanted to eradicate by all means. This is how the Government came up with the idea of renaming the population with names randomly selected by computers and combining letters and numbers. The results were not always pretty and some unfortunate people got re-baptized: Joxon69, Aretix77 and Bruxon20743. When addressing someone, people usually omitted the numbers, which were used mainly in written and or formal communication such as news broadcasts.
Tylos went on with his day and his lecture but all he could think about was his next date with Lienar, which was scheduled on the following day. In order to get her out of his mind he decided to walk to the park that evening. Being the 122nd day of the year, it was a beautiful and sunny spring day, the temperature well above twenty degrees Celsius despite being already quite late. One hundred .beats before the sunset was due gave him ample time to enjoy the fresh air, he thought. As soon as he stepped out of his front door, a myriad of migrating geese flew past right above him. For a moment he would have liked to be one of them, feeling the empty space around and the gentle caress of the wind. The sound of an oncoming car on the nearby tracks brought him back to reality. As he attempted to cross the road, an intermittent alarm beeped through his VS, and then, an automated voice announced, “Please wait for one .beat before crossing!” And the same message kept on being played until another car drove past in front of him, “Please wait for 25 Centibeats before crossing… 24, 23, 22, 21, etc…, 2, 1, 0… You can cross safely now!”
He was now walking on a long and wide avenue, elegantly lined with Japanese cherry blossom trees on both sides. The pink flowers contrasted perfectly with the crisp blue sky and the woolly clouds. Fifteen miles of electric fence surrounded the park, preventing dangerous animals to intrude. Over the past few decades since the underground reconstruction program had started, wild life had thrived under such ideal conditions. Furthermore, when the government had decided to ban pets, millions of domestic animals had taken shelter in and around woodlands, eventually attacking pedestrians from time to time. A culling campaign around cities had managed to keep large packs of dogs at bay but as a second precaution, taser guns had been distributed to every household. Tylos always carried his when going outside to do some sport. The sound of singing nightingales welcomed him as he passed through the main gate. He then resumed with his VS on and, using voice activation command, accessed the games control panel in order to select his preferred options: “Sports… Martial Arts… Kung Fu…Street Fight… Hong Kong… One opponent…” Some of the birds stopped in order to watch such an eerie scene of a strangely dressed man seemingly talking to himself. They flew away in a shot when he started to kick and jump around. Through his sensing suit, gloves and shoes, Tylos could feel the blows almost exactly as if his adversary really was throwing punches at him. His virtual enemy was no other than the Master of Kung Fu himself: Bruce Lee! Reenacting scenes from the 1973 movie “Enter the Dragon”, this bout was one of the most physically demanding games in this category… Dressed in his usual black slacks, the bare-chested fighter ran towards his adversary gathering speed until he threw himself into the air like an eagle extending its claws on a hunted rabbit. A feeling of pressure and heat reached Tylos’ abdomen through the sensing suit making him lose his balance and fall flat out on his back, exactly as if he had been hit in real life. Intrigued by the vision of what seemed to be a man in distress, an opportunistic fox came closer to have a look… Simultaneously, Bruce Lee’s image froze and a beeping alarm informed the player that an object or a person was coming within a thirty foot radius. Tylos immediately took his VS off just in time to witness the quadruped growling and dribbling as he showed off a pair of large fangs. Since similar attacks on people had been reported to have turned very nasty before, the only option was to stun the animal before risking a nasty bite. By the time he reached for his taser gun, the fox had decided he was too big a prey to mess with and had returned to the wooded area where he had just been coming from. His heart still pounding in his chest from physical exertion and also from the dual fear inspired by two of the most unexpected foes, Tylos decided to finish his sports session on a high note… He decided to jog back home but this time, with no sound effects, no flying bullets, without even his VS on. He ran with nothing between him and the surrounding air, filling his lungs with the elixir of life.
Meeting again with Lienar was most exhilarating, even though it was only virtually… Her image, her voice and the words she used gave a fair representation of her soul. She was a witty, trendy and very pretty person indeed. Although their relationship was purely intellectual at this stage, it didn’t lack innuendos… She, especially, enjoyed discussing private matters…
“I guess it was easier in the past for young people to meet… I mean face-to-face meetings of course and not via their VS devices. Mixed upper schools, university campuses… Boy, it must have been a right breeding ground! Have you had many girlfriends?” She asked casually.
“Well I have had several friends who happened to be girls if that is what you want to know…”
“You know exactly what I meant… Don’t be shy!”
“I am not shy... It is just that being raised in a boy only orphanage, my parents did not socialize much and as a result I never had the chance to meet other families with kids my age, let alone girls…” He said that rather angrily.
He was somehow upset at her for putting him in such an embarrassing position. Of course, he was a virgin! They lived in Unu Lando, not Disney Land… But despite her being so forward, Tylos perceived in Lienar a glimpse of insecurity and even fear. The reason for her being so flirtatious was probably an outlet to let go of the anxiety caused by her forthcoming marriage. For sure she was a virgin too, or so he thought.
“I was under the impression that you LA’s were a bit prudish…” He said, almost certain she was one of them.
“I am no LA…” She responded.
“You can call me many things but certainly not an LA… What a load of rubbish that is anyway! Why would someone choose abstinence in a world where occasions to get laid are so scarce… That would be very stupid, surely!”
“Well, I hear what you are saying but you have to put it back into its context. Remember why LA became so popular in the first place. The World used to be a very big brothel back in those days.”
“Yeah, I know…” She said, and looking at him with a cheeky smile on her face added, “Do you think I would have been a whore, a lesbian or even both?”
Their complicity had led to an intellectually intimate relationship where they both explored each other’s mind in order to see a reflection of their own. Lienar had always been a child prodigy in many respects. Selected at an early age to study the very complex science of earthquakes and tectonic plates, her privileged upbringing had never brought her the happiness she was looking for. Despite being loving parents, her father and mother both worked in important positions and had never had much time to tend to her emotional cravings.
“I envy you to be an orphan…” She once told him.
“At least, it must be less difficult for the mind to accept and deal with lack of love… In my case, I always wonder why my parents ignore my emotions. I honestly believe it is my own fault somehow. I feel guilty all the time…”
The more intelligent the person, the more questions her mind churned without response… Blessed were the simple minds! Through her own inquisitive mind, Lienar had uncovered some anti-governmental factions, which she had ended up joining. “Would you like to attend one of our meetings?” She asked him once.
“Err… Yes! Why not?” He had answered with bravado, although he felt slightly uneasy about mixing with those whom the State labeled true criminals.
Thus, this is how Tylos became involved with the group called Rezisto.
For his first session, she gave him the coordinates of the virtual venue only a few .beats before it started. The organizers were paranoid when it came to security issues and rightly so… Being caught by the authorities carried the risk to be lobotomized... Tylos was properly introduced to the small crowd by Tirk, their group leader.
“Dear Brothers and Sisters, I am pleased to introduce you today with a new member called Tylos… He comes from the North Nolondo Precinct No 12 and he has been introduced to us by Lienar whom you all know. He is fully vetted so please welcome him as one of ours!” Tirk was referring to an “interview” he had personally conducted on Tylos the day before this meeting.
By the means of advanced psychology and with a VS loaded with mind reading software , it was possible to literally scan somebody’s brain.
“The boy is safe!” Tirk had simply concluded at the end of a thorough interrogation process.
He was a broad middle-aged man whose Irish descent became obvious when he spoke. A father figure amongst his peers, he had everyone’s respect and trust. His speech focused on their cause and on their mission… “Unu Lando has stolen the multiculturalism that once made Europe the most advanced continent on the Planet! We all eat the same food, speak the same language, think the same thoughts and we now even have to sleep with the same unwanted partners…”
He was referring to the controversial forced marriages, which, introduced only a few years earlier, were still not very well accepted by the general population.
 “Rezisto’s leaders are committed to bringing back to our society fundamental values of freedom, which are lacking so much in our social order nowadays... Our vision is to live in a World where racial and ideological differences between people would be praised rather than eradicated. This continent, once the beholder of a flaming torch symbolizing human rights, has sunk into a philosophical abyss! We are currently going through a Moral Ice Age. Our civilization is doomed to become a society of brainwashed robots where individual traits and spirit of enterprise will no longer exist. Rezisto will fight! Rezisto will resist… It is only a matter of time before our movement gathers enough momentum to attempt a coup but I am committed to fight until the last breath in my lungs. We are planning to topple the existing government but before reaching this stage, we must grow and multiply exponentially. Therefore, your mission is to convince as many people as you can to join our cause. So, on this note, I invite you to enjoy each other’s company. Thank you for your strong commitment.”
Tylos mingled with several people this evening, sharing ideas and opinions with the rest of the group. Lienar was never far away. She treated him almost as one of her offspring, exerting her overbearing maternal instinct in his presence…
“So, if someone asks you to describe the benefits and disadvantages of democracy versus dictatorship what would you say?” A man in his late twenties, wearing a frizzy afro hairstyle, asked.
“Oh, don’t bother responding darling… If you do, Jork will keep on asking you millions of questions until your brain is out of juice! Trust me on this…” She laughed.
It was the first time she had ever called him “Darling” and he felt really pleased with that.
“Thank you for warning me… I will answer though because I think it is very simple… There is actually a very thin line between Democracy and Dictatorship... Take Unu Lando’s example… Since its inception, the Government’s structure has never changed. It has always included the one hundred people who are supposed to be the most suitable representatives within the entire Continent. The panel is apparently selected via sophisticated computer programs designed to pick the brightest brains amongst us. Although, this could be assimilated to an enforced form of democracy, by the same token this could also be called the dictatorship of the people... The problem with this strategy is that, while it is extremely beneficial to society, it sucks on an individual basis. So, yes, Unu lando is a democratic process but it uses dictatorial techniques to achieve it. This is why we fight it I guess… Have I answered the question correctly?” “Well done darling!” She said, before Jork could even comment on it.
“All right now let me introduce you to someone else...”
She forced him to follow her towards another chat room where a group of youngsters were having a good laugh.
“So, what’s so funny?” Lienar barged into their conversation shamelessly.
“Oh, by the way, this is Tylos…”
Looking at him, she added, “Tylos, this is Sien, Brot, Kartov, Trolen and this funny looking one down there is called Viern…”
“She meant good looking of course but she didn’t want to make you jealous…” Said Viern, a seventeen year old teenager whom everybody knew had a big crush on Lienar. “That’s all right friend… I don’t mind sharing…” He laughed.
She gave both of them a nasty look.
“Listen you two… You are talking as if I was some sort of commodity. Men are so immature!” She sighed.
“You are entirely right. Do you mind if I speak to you on our own for just a .beat or so?” Tylos asked, whose request for a private talk surprised her and everyone.
“All right, let’s meet in my private lounge.” She said before vanishing instantly.
Tylos followed her steps, letting the others resume with their interrupted conversation. A few seconds later, they were back together again. She opened the conversation by saying, “So, what’s so important that we have to be alone?”
He responded by kissing her.
“Tylos, I must say, even though being virtual, this is the best kiss I ever had…”
“Is it the expert in you talking?”
He wondered how experienced she was but by the look of her ultra confident outlook, he assumed that she had had a lot of boyfriends before him.
“You are a typical man, Tylos! I read between the lines that you want to know if I had sex before. Is that so?”
Her straightforwardness embarrassed him slightly.
“Thank you for putting me on the spot! Yes, I admit it would be nice to know… I guess I’d feel more in control if you weren’t that experienced really but on the other hand, it would be more exciting if you were…”
“Eh, Eh… You are an interesting character with just the right touch of perversity. I like this in a man.”
“You haven’t responded to my question anyway…”
“Now it’s you who are putting me on the spot! Of course, I am a virgin. That’s an easy answer. Now if you were to ask me if I had intimate relationships before you, my answer would be virtually yes and physically no. Does it make sense?”
Tylos looked puzzled and smiled. “You mean like the kiss we just had?”
“I mean a bit more than that… Have you heard of an illegal game called Virtual Love?” Judging by the expression on his face she continued, “No? Well, it’s a very smart VS application where instead of using a sensing suit, players smother their entire body with a special gel filled with microscopic receptors and transmitters. This stuff is amazing… You can feel when somebody touches you virtually almost as if it is totally real. It is quite mind blowing or should I say, body blowing…”
“Wow! That sounds really pervy…”
“You can say that of course, but in a society where sex is only tolerated within the realm of marriage, I do not see many other options… Do you?”
“La Abstinema has been the answer to that problem for many years. It might be easier to suppress our basic instincts via the use of chemicals rather than to let our frustrations turn into utter obsessions.”
“This is a way to do it, of course... But think of the possibilities that this game offers… One can fall in love with somebody living at the other end of the World and together, they can explore their sexuality without the risks of disease or pregnancy. This way also, women can remain virgins until their marriage, which is more than convenient as you know…”
“I am sold! When do we start?” He said tongue in cheek…
“Seriously Tylos, before undressing and revealing yourself to me in all your splendor, don’t you think that we need to know each other a bit more? In the olden days, it was called courting if I recall…”
“Courting is fine with me. In fact, however you want to play it, you get my vote!”
“You are such an animal! A typical male, I guess…” She laughed and retuned his virtual kiss.
The two lovers continued to gauge each other’s minds in a similar cat and mouse manner for a while. During this process they not only discovered some of the secret sides of their respective partner but also about themselves. Although they were different in their approaches, they longed to quench the same urges. Boy or girl, young or old, at the end of the day, the same biological clock ticked in each and every human being. The procreation instinct was a built-in feature that simply came with being alive. Through their discussions, Tylos found out that Lienar was probably more confused than she appeared to be… “I fully understand that it is our citizen’s duty to abide by the DIVL program and marry someone who is genetically compatible with us and subsequently have children with that person… But technically, forcing women to have sex with someone they don’t love and against their will is rape! So, depending on your mood when this happens, you are either made to feel as a whore or as a mere IVF recipient. You might as well fall in love with your forced partner… It’s probably the easiest way.” Tylos thought that she was totally confused but understandably so. There were times when it was easier to be a man and this was definitely one of them. As for most men, having sex with a perfect stranger did not bother him at all, unless of course the other person was ugly looking... Furthermore, since the start of the DIVL program, which endeavored to bring together only those young people with ideally matching physiological profiles, most of the resulting children were healthy, smart and handsome. As a result, everyone within the same generation as Tylos were pretty much guaranteed a lucky draw. Although one could assimilate this program to the infamous Aryan race ideology that had led to the worse genocide in European history, genetic pairing definitely played a big part in Unu Lando’s success. Having a young and healthy population was considered to be one of its most important achievements, not only by its leaders but rightly also by the entire population.
“Tylos…” she whispered, “I need you to teach me what men are like…”
He suddenly looked very surprised… “But I thought you had loads of experience with men…”
“I never said loads and I never said men…”
Tylos looked at her even more puzzled, but this time, he did not ask any questions... He simply said “I am a novice to this game too and I look forward to feeling your lips on mine. Where can we get that gel from?”
Although they talked to each other as if they had been an item for many years they had never physically met.
“What strange times we live in…” Lienar had once said, referring to the fact that they had never been together for real.
“Although I dream of meeting with you away from this virtual golden cage, I know I could not resist making real love to you if I met you… Consequently, I would fail my husband-to-be and would end up in big trouble!”
“What happens to women who are not virgin when they marry anyway?” He asked naively.
“You don’t know? Well, I guess it’s none of your concern… Well, some people I know have told the story of one of their friends who had slept with a guy before her big day… Upon finding out, her hubby very kindly told the story to one of his colleagues who in turn repeated it to someone else until it reached the ears of a Government official… The man was allowed to divorce her immediately and the woman was fired from her nice, cozy nursing job and was reassigned to work in a farm in Lapland…”
After hearing that story, Tylos never insisted again to meet her physically. There was no point in being tempted into something risky especially when the safe virtual alternative was so appealing as well. From an intellectual standpoint, their relationship was totally satisfying. On the other hand, from a purely physical point of view, it lacked excitement until then... Although emotionally charged, a virtual kiss was purely imaginative. Although very exciting, the mere thought of sharing the same will with your partner was only a thought. It didn’t trigger the same hormonal reaction as a real lip to lip kiss. “This Virtual Love game sounds fantastic…” Thought Tylos, but in the same time he felt slightly ashamed and embarrassed… “Will I have to spread this special gel all over me before meeting with her? Or should I wait to be in the same room before applying the gel? How does this work?”
She had all the answers… “Do not worry! The people who have designed this game thought of everything. Remember this is not for profit! It was invented to help millions of young people experience safe sex before marriage, without jeopardizing their chances in life. There is a tutorial that explains in details how to proceed. The game’s rules have been properly designed to avoid any of the potential psychological pitfalls that could occur without the players following a step-by-step procedure. So, are you in or are you out?”
“I am totally in!” He said loudly.
Although Lienar appeared to be ultra confident over this matter, she also had mixed feelings... Fear of being naked and ridiculed crossed her mind a few times, but so did cravings for intense pleasure with Tylos. She wondered what he looked like naked…
The time came when she finally got hold of a package containing the software downloading instructions and the sensing gel. She had also arranged for him to get the same…
“Kiss me without putting the gel on, just one more time…” She said with her eyes closed after they had both successfully loaded the program on their respective VS.
He paused after kissing her and said “You can open your eyes now… Have you felt it?”
“I felt it in my heart…”
“OK, now let’s put some of that gel on our lips and try again…”
They were both following the game’s instructions to the letter. The process was meant to let them discover new senses step by step…
“Now, let’s have a wet kiss!” She said with her shiny lips.
This time, a soft, warm and tingling sensation travelled through her spine… She was the first to open her eyes in order to make sure if it was really happening. The feeling was incredible! A wave of intense pleasure had totally submerged her... Without saying another word, they undressed slowly and, as suggested in the program’s tutorial, smothered the gel on their own body bit by bit starting from their neck and down onto the more erogenous areas. They were meant to test the results by touching each other and by hugging from time to time. Taking it slowly increased their sensations all along the virtual love making process until they reached their climax.
When they met again at a Rezisto gathering a week later, they both felt slightly awkward to be together again with their clothes on. Flashes of naked flesh and souvenirs of intense sensations kept popping into their thoughts. Other people were talking to them but they both couldn’t chase the memories of their passionate embrace away from their minds. Their eyes locked and through telepathic communication, they reached each other… Not seeing any reaction from them whilst being spoken to by other people in the room, some of them began to wonder if those two were all right.
“Hello… Anybody home?” Viern said, crossing the path of their sight with his right hand. In a snap moment the two lovers found themselves back into the room.
“You were miles away folks… How wonderful love must be!” He sighed.
“Dear Brothers and Sisters” Started Tirk in his usual speech opening, “Today I must share with you some important information I received yesterday from our office in Moscow. Our intelligence group has unveiled a plan by the Government to interrogate the entire population through their daily VS checkpoint. Questions have been specifically developed by psychoanalytic software to unveil anyone linked to our very group: Rezisto! Yes, Brothers and Sisters, we are now the target of a massive witch hunt, which has already been launched by Unu Lando’s dictatorship. Apparently, it is impossible to lie to the computer because it uses a combination of conventional questioning methods and a new advanced version of their previous mind reading software…”
Every person in the group wailed in one big worried moan.
“I know it sounds alarming, but do not worry too much! Our own scientists have luckily come up with antidote software that, supposedly, will counteract this questioning process. By the end of our meeting, I will send you the link in order for you to download the defense program. Remember to follow the tutorial instructions step by step! Accordingly, you will have to start with your daily checkpoint as usual until the personal parametric questioning is over. Then, right after the retinal check, you will run the software, which will take over the remaining session entirely. This will fool the system and you will be in the clear until your next checkpoint. Unfortunately, you will all have from now on to repeat this process on a daily basis until we come up with a more permanent solution. Please make no mistake… Our cause is far from popular within the ruling quarters and that’s an understatement of course! Unu Lando’s leaders have vowed to crush each and every one of us. So, if anyone gets caught, it’s guaranteed lobotomy. You get the picture…”
Indeed, with such gruesome prospects, every single person in the room understood it was in no one’s interest to be apprehended by the authorities. After the official meeting, small socializing groups started to form. Amongst one of them, Viern addressed his peers in his usual patronizing way: “Now that Rezisto’s members are targeted by the Government, it is time to defend ourselves… In my books, the best line of defense is to attack your enemy in the first place...”
“OK Viern but how?” Asked Tylos who did not really understand what the young and arrogant man had in mind...
“We must have a plan first before running into aimless warmongering…” Added Lienar, who despised Viern for always wanting to be the leader amongst their small group of relatively young members.
“Yes, my dear!” Tirk whispered over her shoulder as he stormed in.
“If you don’t mind, I need to borrow your friend for a moment if it’s all right with you…”
Without waiting for her usual witty response, he took Tylos with him into a more discreet location and they both vanished from the common room.
“So, you must wonder why I wanted to talk to you alone… You have heard today that Rezisto is topping Unu Lando’s list of public enemies. From now on, we are all outlaws and so are you! Although it might be bad news to most of us, I personally think it is for the best. Yes, some people will be caught and yes some may die in the process but above all, this situation will bring change in our organization. We have evolved from ideology and we have reached a point where we are stuck in our ideas. We need action! The good thing is that we have only one choice left with us: fight or flight… So, what do you want to do young man? Fight or flight? I am all ears…”
He looked at Tylos intensely…
“Well, let’s assume that I am ready to go all the way for our cause. Can you please explain to me how a small architectural student like me may contribute to our cause in any manner?” He asked, still utterly surprised to have been picked by Tirk.
The latter smiled, feeling that he was slowly reeling the young man into his court… “OK, now you are talking tiger! I will tell you how… In less than fifty days from now, you are going to graduate. Then, you will be assigned your first job. Now this is when things become interesting: because of your up-to-date knowledge in commingled plastic construction, you are bound to join an elite group of architects, including the eminent Professor Gunker, currently working on the new Ministry of Interior Headquarters project…”
“How on Earth did you know that I was specialized in plastic buildings and how sure are you that they will apply this technique on such an important project? This sounds like wishful thinking to me…”
Tirk smiled, showing two perfect rows of immaculate teeth… “Son, we have a very broad intelligence network at our disposal. We know for a fact that Professor Gunker is the top man in the architectural division at the Ministry of Construction that is ultimately going to build this project without any doubt whatsoever... It is also public knowledge that the new building’s design will incorporate all the latest technology… Are you following me? Since the latest trend in this sector is to use plastic materials and since you my friend are amongst the very few people who will soon obtain their doctorate in this groundbreaking technique, it is not a big leap to assume that you will be put on the project team… Anyway, as I already told you, we have a very broad and talented intelligence group and they have guaranteed me that your name is already on the list! You will work on this project as soon as you complete your Virtual University…”
Suddenly, Tylos felt he was becoming a crucial part in a much bigger scheme that he had thought of…
“All right… Let’s assume you are right and I will be working on this new HQ project, so what?” He asked, still not understanding the importance of his role in the organization.
“Simple my friend…” Tirk said.
“Very simple: part of your work will consist of initiating an existing workforce of approximately three thousand civil servants into a new structure. By that token, you will have access to the Ministry of Interiors’ hierarchy, to its departmental organization, to its physical zoning, to names, etc…”
Tylos started to realize that he was going to be used as a spy and he feared somehow not to be the best man for the job…
“I wonder if you are not pinning your hopes on the wrong guy…” He said.
“Not at all… We know for a fact that you are the perfect choice for this mission and just because no one will suspect you makes it even more logical to use you. Anyway, you won’t be by yourself… We have already infiltrated the department. I cannot tell you more at this stage for obvious reasons but remember the following word: tryxiom121. When you hear those words, do whatever the other person tells you to do. This will be your contact, OK?”
“OK!” He said, before parting with Tirk and returning to his group of friends…
Tylos had promised not to reveal to anyone the details of their conversation and this included Lienar. As expected, the first thing she asked when he reappeared in the general meeting room was “So, what was it all about?”
Luckily Tirk, who had anticipated that this could become a tricky situation for the young man, showed up just in time to intervene in his favour… “I have been asking this gentleman to address our peers during our next forthcoming general congress, which will take place in exactly forty days from now... I was tasked by our leading committee to select one person from the Nolondo faction to speak during the conference and Tylos is my choice!”
“Wow! What a great honour.” Lienar said, who looked at her boyfriend with admiration in her eyes. However, others amongst their group like Viern felt that it was unfair that he, a newcomer, was granted such an important and prestigious task…
Time had passed since Tylos’ surprising conversation with his local Rezisto group leader and he was settling down with the idea of spying for the cause… Meanwhile, his affair with Lienar had become more passionate than ever and their love had grown in proportion. One day, while he was attending a lecture, a message on his vision board’s right-hand corner told him that she was calling and she had marked the call as urgent… Despite being in the middle of a class, he had made the decision to take a break and talk to her, “What’s up? I am in the middle of a lecture!”
But she had immediately managed to capture his full attention by bursting into tears… “Eh, what’s wrong? What happened to you?” He asked, really worried about her. “That!” She simply said and in the meantime, she produced through her VS a one-page document that said: “Dear Lienar72475, our records show that you will reach your twentieth birthday in one hundred days. On this occasion when arriving at universal consent age, you will render your body and soul to society by getting married to a perfectly matched groom. Through a complex genetic and psychological selection process, we are pleased to announce the name of your husband-to-be: Mierk1090, a white Caucasian male, measuring six foot four, weighing ninety-four kilos, with blond hair and blue eyes, employed as a criminologist in the Counter Terrorism Unit of the Ministry of Interior. Your first physical meeting will occur in exactly seventy days from today. You will then have two further meetings with a ten day gap between them. Finally, you will spend the last five days of this discovery period together under our staff supervision, before being united in the realm of marriage during a public ceremony held at your Precinct’s Town Hall. In due course you will receive an invite to attend a matrimonial training course at our Virtual Learning Centre. During this course, you will learn the techniques of cohabitation with the opposite sex, domestic task management, copulation, procreation and finally birth control, which you will result to after the birth of your child. Meanwhile, it is our pleasure to wish you find happiness and love in your forthcoming union with Mierk1090 on behalf of The Department of Demographics, Matrimonial Affairs and Family Planning…”
Tylos could hear her sobbing whilst reading the dreadful letter.
“Lienar, my love… My heart bleeds for you! I do not know what to say…”
“Tylos, get me out of here, far from this all! I beg you… Please!”
She then vanished, probably too upset to keep talking... He tried to call her back but couldn’t reach her until much later during the day. Although she had calmed right down, she was still horrified by the idea of her forced marriage to a perfect stranger. “Sorry to act so childishly earlier on…” She said, apologetic...
“I guess I have to finally accept the idea and get on with it, despite the fact that my entire skin feels violated by the mere thought of Mierk1090’s proximity…”
“Lienar, I know how difficult this must be, but think! There will be a day soon when all of this will be over and hopefully sooner rather than later. It all depends on you and me… Rezisto is planning to change the way our land is governed. I do not know exactly how but I can tell you for sure that our friends are seriously working on toppling the current Government. It’s only a matter of time. What would happen if we fled? We have nowhere to go… We would surely end up being caught and would eventually be sent to work in faraway farms or factories after being lobotomized… We would never see each other again! Is this what you want?”
His harsh talk left her empty and sad.
“So, my beautiful lover…” She said, insisting on each word as if she was reading a letter aloud to large audience… “You are suggesting that I will surrender my virginity to a blond man called Mierk and that we shall all be happy ever after? Is that it?”
Tylos could not find words to answer her question. He knew she was hurting.
“My name should be plecia nearctica, the love bug…” She said before leaving their virtual chat room.
He felt quite devastated and inadequate. As much as he despised this situation, there was absolutely nothing he could have done to prevent it from happening. In order to change his mind, he put his VS on, accessed his home automation control panel, clicked on the bathtub and selected the temperature and the depth of the water. Being a late morning on a bright spring day, his request to dim the light resulted in the skylight shutters automatically closing. Finally, he selected a piece of classical music by Debussy, got undressed and stepped into the vertical shaft, which was already half filled with warm, foamy water. He sat comfortably on the purposefully built ledge and totally relaxed his body and mind. Through built-in heating panels, the desired temperature was constantly maintained. Partly due to the excessive water temperature, his head started to feel fuzzy after a while. It was also the result of too many things happening in his life... His loving relationship with Lienar had given him far too many things to think of and to worry about. He wanted more than anything to be with her despite the associated risks. In the meantime, his role at Rezisto was growing at a scary pace. Having to prepare a speech for the groups’ annual congress was certainly an honour, but it was quite a challenging responsibility at the same time. More importantly so, Tylos was extremely worried about spying on the Government. This was the most dangerous thing he had ever dreamed of doing. If caught it would be the end of his life. However, despite the obvious risk and a dilemma starting to brew in his mind, he felt compelled to fight for freedom. He understood somehow that most of Unu Lando’s rules were in place for the benefit of society. On the other hand, he thought that sacrificing individual well-being for the sake of the overall population was pure paradox. Yet, he was not totally sure… Should he fight the Government? Was he right? Was he wrong? Tylos asked himself before falling asleep. He began dreaming… Lienar was looking sensual and beautiful. Her nipples were clearly visible through her thin cotton top. He tasted her lips. They felt plump and warm. When he focused on her again she was talking with a couple of young men. One of them was definitely Viern. She was holding his hand. They hugged and kissed. Meanwhile, a moving crowd swallowed them in their path. Tylos called her name in an increasingly loud manner: “Lienar… Lieana… Lienar!”
He abruptly woke up to find half of his head in the bath water and hearing an alarm buzzing. He quickly stepped out of the tub and rushed towards his flashing VS. He immediately realized that he had missed the deadline for his daily checkpoint… He also suddenly remembered that he had completely forgotten to download the software required to beat the questioning system. Without even putting his clothes on, he did not waste any more time before installing the antidote program as per Tirk’s instructions.
After the successful installation and a quick self-training, Tylos began his identification process as usual, starting with his name and then with his retinal recognition check… “Tylos1964.”
“Thank you! Now please close your left eye and focus on the red dot on the right-hand side of your vision board… Great, That’s done! We will now begin the first set of questions relating to your well-being…” Said an androgynous automated voice ... “Question One: Over the past one thousand .beats have you experienced any physiological change?”
“No” Tylos answered.
“Question Two: How many .beats did you sleep for last night?”
“Three hundred.”
“Question Three: “How many .beats ago did you last pass solids?”
It took approximately three .beats to reach to the fifteenth and last of the health related questions: “How many times did you cleanse your mouth over the past one thousand .beats?”
As instructed, Tylos moved his cursor and clicked on the antidote software icon. The tutorial had clearly mentioned that an acknowledgement message would appear at this stage on his vision board. Unfortunately after a little while, nothing seemed to be happening. He began to worry… The voice repeated its last question “How many times did you cleanse your mouth over the past one thousand .beats?”
He was supposed to wrongly answer with a non numerical value in order to test if everything was properly working. The antidote software was designed to analyze the questions and to reconstruct all his verbal and neurological responses before transmitting signals back to the computer.
“You have not responded to Question Fifteen within the allocated time frame. This has prompted a security alert Level Ten. The system will check if you are all right. This may take up to two .beats. Do not remove your VS device until you hear the next instruction!”
Tylos could not comprehend what he had done wrong. He had downloaded the software exactly as he had been told to do… He had read the tutorial and he had even taken the time to verify that everything was properly installed. A Level Ten security alert was no big deal during normal circumstances. It usually happened if someone forgot to report on time to their daily checkpoint. However, in this particular instance, chances were that the computer could introduce new checks that could beat the antidote software. He therefore made up his mind and decided to answer all the questions rather than vanishing from the Government’s radar screen, which would have surely moved his profile onto another security alert level… After a while the system resumed with the questioning process… “All right! Everything seems to be in perfect order. I shall now resume with Question Fifteen: how many times did you cleanse your mouth over the past one thousand .beats?”
“Seven.” He answered honestly…
The system moved on to another category of questions, which were biased for Homeland Security’s purposes, although their nature may have sounded totally anodyne to the untrained ears…
“Is the Automatic Lavatory Cleansing system always efficient? Please answer Yes, No or Depending on Circumstances if you think it could be either.”
In order to maintain a good level of hygiene nationwide, the Government had recently launched a campaign upgrading all public toilets with self-cleaning capabilities. Unfortunately, after a while matter-detecting sensors tended to become murky themselves and it was common occurrence to find constantly flushing toilets in public places. This was highly associated with failing governmental measures and policies. Therefore, this particular question was most definitely designed to ascertain a person’s integrity and truthfulness. A blunt and honest Yes was better than a deceitful No, even though it showed more respect towards the Government. Although one could never be sure if the system was relying only on conventional questioning methods, Tylos felt pretty confident that at this stage he was not yet bombarded with neurological assessment. He answered many questions feeling the checkpoint was coming to an end but a totally unexpected one took him by surprise… “Could you become a member of an anti-governmental group? Please answer one for Yes or Depending on Circumstances.”
Oddly, No was not an option… Tylos thought about it quite a lot before responding Depending on Circumstances. The next question was even trickier: “Out of the following three options, what would be the most logical circumstance for you to become a member of an anti-governmental group: Strong Aversion Towards Governmental Policies, Inclination Towards Rebellion, Being Led Astray By Someone…”
Without too much thinking at this stage, he selected option number three…
“Out of the following three options, who would be the most likely person to lead you astray: Your Mother, Your Teacher or Your Girlfriend?”
Without hesitation, he clicked on Your Teacher…
“Out of the following three options, why didn’t you select Your Girlfriend in the previous question?”
This time, Tylos felt that the system was onto something… It was really uncanny to be asked this specific question, which was in fact so close to the truth… The choice of possible answers was even more awkward than the question… “Because She Is Innocent, Because She Is Guilty, Because She Has No Influence Over Me…”
He chose the third and last answer.
“Out of the following three options, which one would be the most representative of your girlfriend: She Is A Smart Student, She Is A Mother, She Is Ugly…”
He was answering the truth when something strange happened. He heard his voice say “She Is Ugly.”
It was the antidote software taking over. In fact, he had never been put on the spot until this particular question, which was designed to get him hooked into an emotionally charged interrogation. The program answered all the last remaining questions on his behalf, until the system closed the session completely. He was safe this time but he knew it was only temporary. Soon another threat would emerge. He had entered the dangerous and murky waters of a secretive world full of deceit. The only person he used to feel comfortable to discuss his fear and concerns with was Lienar. She had always managed to cheer him up in the past. When he told her about his terribly stressful experience during the checkpoint she invited him for a game of Virtual Tennis, which he agreed upon. After putting their sensing suits and shoes on, they both grabbed their electronic rackets and walked towards their respective local parks. A little while later, they met online, ready to play. Virtual Tennis was a very popular, though very physically demanding game, exactly as the real sport was… One could choose to play against famous players from past eras such as Bjorn Borg, John McEnrow or Roger Federer, but it was also terribly exciting to play against a real partner… After tuning into the game site, they respectively selected each other for opponents. Then, as if by magic, they found themselves instantly teleported to a virtual tennis court. In order to play Virtual Tennis, players had to make sure to find a large enough empty space… Lienar was running alone in the middle of a big field. Trying to intercept one of his terribly powerful aces, she stretched her racquet wielding arm to the limit.
“You got me… Ungrateful male!”
Tylos had smashed the virtual ball as hard as he could…
“Ungrateful about what?” He said almost unwittingly.
“Ungrateful about having the privilege of sharing a game of tennis with me… For this reason only, you should let me win!” She had responded simply.
They were having a right good time! They played for a while, trying their very best to outdo one another until they were both red and sweaty.
“You look very hot in your sensing suit!” He said, referring to how the thin material revealed her fit and yet curvaceous body…
“Even without…” She said with a cheeky smile.
“Have you got some of that gel left?” She added.
The same evening they honed their skills at another sort of game…
Their growing love was making their lives more difficult in the long run. Lienar in particular was attached to Tylos by emotional glue. She was totally addicted to him and it was difficult to envisage how she was going to react to her forthcoming marriage. But until then, she was determined to enjoy her life and her boyfriend to the full…
From his end, Tylos was spending considerable amounts of time working on his thesis and sometimes, he found it difficult to juggle between his studies, his love life and now the speech he had yet to prepare for the annual Rezisto congress. To start with this task, he had begun to write down some of the key issues, which were the main reasons he had chosen to join the resistance group in the first place. Lack of individual freedom, negation of love and romance, forceful indoctrination and brainwashing programs were amongst his chosen topics.
Being busy with so many things meant that Tylos didn’t notice the day of the conference arriving pretty quickly. Although, the chat room where he was going to deliver his speech was not so crowded, the feeling of addressing a nationwide audience via live broadcast was overwhelming. Tirk, Lienar of course and even Viern had wished him luck… In order to feel more comfortable, he had chosen to sit in a virtual room with his friends and some of the local members only, rather than facing multi screens representing all the locations where his speech was being broadcast. He began to talk… “Dear Brothers and Sisters, when our Nolondo Precinct’s leader has asked me to give this talk, I first thought that a person like me with limited life experience was probably not the best choice. I felt that Tirk himself for example had many more interesting things to tell than a small student like me. But the point is that I have been chosen to speak and here I am. So, I am going to tell you now why I am standing here in front of potentially hundreds of thousands of people. I have decided to join Rezisto because of my girlfriend…”
Tirk and Lienar looked at each other, fearing that his speech was going to become too personal…
“Her name is Lienar and she is just about to turn twenty. You might wonder why I am being so personal… Well, the point of my speech is to emphasize our individual rights. Our current Government aims at building a strong nation with a thriving and disciplined populace, even if it means going against each and every person’s own choices and preferences. Today, millions of people have to sacrifice their own happiness for the sake of the Unulandian dream. Of course, we all do understand the benefits of governmental measures that are intended to improve society. But when these policies deny people their rights to exercise their fundamental choices, it becomes a hindrance to them and therefore to society. In other words, while I fully understand that the Government is thinking of our own good, it has in fact produced exactly the contrary! For example, instead of encouraging people to fall in love and build strong and happy families, they have introduced their DIVL program followed by forced marriages. Ask my girlfriend how she feels about marrying a total stranger, let alone having a child against her will... She calls it legalized rape! How could we have got it so wrong?”
His speech continued in the same way he had started: candidly and honestly. He strongly criticized the methods used by the authorities to control people’s minds especially through the use of VS devices. He referred to them as being brainwashing machines. Listening carefully, Lienar felt very proud of her boyfriend and slightly emotional towards the end of the speech… “So, to conclude, I’d like to ask Rezisto’s leaders one simple and final question: what exactly is your plan?”
Huge applause came through the video links to other locations and of course from the Nolondo virtual room where he was standing. The next speaker was the head of the Russian faction… He explained to the rest of the group how bad the situation was in Moscow. Their capital city had been hit by a series of raids from the Police that had badly weakened their organization… The other people who spoke after him revealed similar situations in their own territories. It had become apparent that Unu Lando’s rulers were trying to dismantle and to crush Rezisto entirely. They all agreed that it was no longer the time for talks, but was rather time to take action. Tirk finally decided to address his peers… “You are all entirely correct! We must act… But we also have to plan our next move very carefully. Indeed, I can tell you that everything we do is being watched by the Government. We have tangible evidence that some of our members are already under constant surveillance… From now on, we must all be very vigilant and discreet. Whatever you do, please never share the coordinates of our meeting points with anyone. Coming back to our action plan, I must reveal today that yes there is one! But for some reasons, which I hope are as obvious to you as they are to me, I cannot reveal any of its details today. As I mentioned earlier we are being watched. It is only a matter of time before one of us is caught red handed. Therefore, it is better for all of us in the long run if none of you knows anything about these plans. I know it is frustrating but I am asking you to put your trust into my hands. Over the next few days some of you will be asked to perform specific tasks. I am telling you: we are on our way towards better days. The Operation Freedom has been launched!”
Everyone cheered. The conference ended on that note. It left people wondering what was next to happen but everyone understood that something was brewing both at Rezisto’s end and also within the Government’s quarters... What was unfortunately certain was the fact that they were all under scrutiny from the authorities. It was time for caution. Within their respective virtual venues, local groups resumed with their internal discussions. Tylos and Lienar were listening to a plea by Gorak… “Notwithstanding the fact that we are all under acute surveillance, these are all good news I gather… I like the sound of a plan being elaborated. I trust that if a guy like Tirk is behind that, it will be thorough and no stone will be left unturned. The only way forward in my opinion would be to prepare a coup. But how, that is the question… The police and the army are equipped with the latest vehicles and weapons, let alone their crowd control devices located in every town and city. Unless Rezisto’s scientists come up with a way to protect ourselves from these gadgets, we are doomed. I really wonder what Tirk and his friends are up to… But let’s ask him!” Gorak uttered his last sentence as Tirk himself had just rejoined their group…
“Hello guys, I do not mean to disturb… Would you forgive me if I borrowed Lienar and Tylos for a moment? I promise I will bring them back!”
“What have you guys been up to? I hope it’s not something too naughty…” Said Viern laughing.
“Grow-up will you?” Responded Lienar before vanishing and reappearing instantly in another private room with the two men.
“Sorry to drag you away from your little group… I must discuss with both of you some very important issues that have arisen. First, I will address both of you at the same time. Then, I will have to sit with Tylos alone and without you Lienar…”
She looked a bit surprised…
“I understand… Nothing can beat a good old fashioned man to man talk…” She said rather sarcastically.
“Don’t take it that way dear… I am afraid I have some rather disturbing news to break.” Tirk had a somber expression on his face and the two lovers understood by looking at him that it was not the time for practical jokes…
“For reasons I have already explained in my speech, I insist on the fact that what I am going to reveal should not be disclosed to anyone.” Said the Rezisto executive.
“I have just received some evidence from several trustworthy sources that one of you is suspected by the authorities to belong to our organization and is being spied on as I speak... So, you have to appreciate that I cannot take any risk that could jeopardize everything we are doing and as a result one of you is just going to have to leave. Unfortunately, this is not all…”
The youngsters looked at each other, feeling already that this situation was going to create some serious upset amongst them. Tirk continued… “I am very sad to tell you that it’s you!”
He looked and pointed at Lienar who seemed to be transfixed in a motionless posture for a moment. She responded “OK, please tell me what’s to come. You said there is something even worse…”
He took a deep breath and with a sad expression on his face responded “Dear, dear Lienar, I have always praised you for your enthusiasm and your loyalty. I know this will come as a big blow to you and I am terribly upset to break this terrible news. Your husband-to-be works for the Government and has been assigned to spy on you!”
This time, she almost lost her balance and it took her a few seconds before she was able to add “So, what am I supposed to do? Kill the bastard?”
“Nothing as such of course… In fact, quite the contrary… I am asking your help and full collaboration. I know it won’t be easy but your role now is to step into the perfect little wife’s shoes... This is the only way to convince these people that you are not at all involved with us and that you are innocent of all crimes…”
“In other words, you are asking me to become a whore! How exciting, when do I start?” She often found an easy supply of sarcasms when put against the wall…
“Please Lienar, understand that my heart bleeds but in all seriousness, this is your only way to survive this ordeal. If you seem not to cooperate or if your attitude raises any doubt in your captors’ minds, you will be incarcerated, you will certainly be tortured and you will eventually end up being lobotomized or even killed. At least if you follow my instructions, you will survive and I promise you one thing: our victory is imminent and when the day comes the three of us shall be reunited again! You will be rescued... I give you my personal word. It is just a matter of time…”
She felt very sad, suddenly realizing that she had to break up immediately with the cause but also and much more difficultly with her boyfriend…
“I am sure you also understand that you have to avoid seeing Tylos for while until further notice…”
Tylos who had not yet come to the same conclusion, felt absolutely devastated and asked “Can we at least meet up one last time?”
“Of course son! I will send you the coordinates of a safe meeting space just for you two to say goodbye. Now, I must get on and discuss with you alone about your mission. I am afraid, I prefer to keep this conversation private in case you are caught Lienar. I hope you understand…”
At this stage, she did not mind leaving them, preferring to be alone...
The two men resumed their conversation… “Tylos, you must remember what I already told you… We need you to gather as much information as possible on the Ministry of Interior hierarchy and on its departments and the way they are organized. Ideally, if you could get hold of an up-to-date layout showing the different zones or even better the names of the various division heads, your mission would be fulfilled beyond our dreams. Just remember that you will get some help from inside. When the time is right, our implant will reveal his identity by saying the secret word I already told you. Have you memorized it?”
“Tryxiom121…” Tylos said aloud.
“You just disobeyed my orders! I clearly said not to divulge this secret word to anyone and that includes me! Anyway, I see that you are now ready to take control of your mission. This is fine. Just before I let you go, I must tell you a couple more things. First, I am sorry to have to insist on secrecy but this is key to our success. So, please say your farewell to Lienar and let her go… You shall meet her again when your mission is over. Now, in order to prevent you to become a suspect like her, you should also stay clear from our future group meetings. If something is important and needs to be shared with you, I will update you personally. Last but not the least, I need you to know why we are doing this... I have not shared this information with the others because there is too big a chance for one of them to get caught and spill the beans. But since your mission is critical, I trust that it is going to help you succeed knowing this… We are planning to break into the Ministry of Interior Building!”
Tylos looked at him as if the Rezisto leader had lost his mind… Breaking into a governmental building was quasi impossible, let alone the Ministry of Interior… In order to be protected from eventual nuclear fallouts, it had been built thirty feet underground. Access was only possible via elevators operated by the Ministry’s employees themselves. Anyone who failed the retinal identification protocol in front of the entrance would be denied access to the elevators. It was mission impossible, he thought.
“I know what you are thinking just by looking at you… You think we are mad! Well, you might be right young Tylos, you might be right… But I tell you something: we are not stupid and we have found a way in. But I cannot tell you anything about that at this moment in time. However, we still need to know where to go when we are inside the building and that is why your role is so critical. Do you follow me?”
“Yes, I do... Can you please tell me which specific department you are looking for?” Tylos’ candid question made Tirk laugh, which he hadn’t for months.
“Man, if only I knew… Don’t you see that we are going to enter the place blind? We are probably looking for a control room of some sort, probably where communications with the VS network and with the crowd controlling devices are operated. If we manage to get in there and to understand how to run the equipment, we could take over the entire population... Then again, it might be easier to destroy it. We shall see… We are only a few steps away from removing the current Government leaders one by one from their position of power and before taking over the whole nation!”
Tylos understood exactly now what his mission consisted of. After his meeting with Tirk, and disregarding all safety measures, he had wasted no time before contacting Lienar. Although very upset by the entire situation, she accepted the call.
“I thought we were only supposed to communicate in a secure space…” She said with a sarcastic tone.
“I know but I couldn’t wait before speaking to you… You should know that I am very worried about your welfare. I just wanted to check if you were ok...”
“You mean you wanted to check if I hadn’t killed myself with a blunt knife or overdosed on protein tablets? Sorry to be so upset Tylos but after all I am the one who has to become a prostitute for the cause. I’d rather be a martyr bomber or do anything else where I wouldn’t have to feel soiled, body and soul... So, are you happy now that you know all my inner feelings?” She snapped.
“All right! All right! Please do not shoot the messenger… I am only here to check on you not to be used as a punch bag…”
He looked so genuinely disappointed that she felt slightly on the guilty side.
“Women give birth while their husbands cry… Same old same old with you guys: I am the one who needs comforting, but of course, you come here and make me feel at fault because I have hurt your feelings. You are a typical man Tylos1964…” She said lightheartedly this time.
He managed to laugh as well.
“So, when are we going to meet in a secure location? I mean with loads of gel smothered on our naked bodies…” They both laughed together this time.
They agreed to meet up several days later, hence giving sufficient time for Tylos to submit his thesis. In the meantime, he worked as hard as he could in order to complete his academic work ahead of the deadline. He worked nonstop everyday and most nights for a full week. He felt so relieved and mentally exhausted after sending his final work to the university that he decided to treat himself with an easygoing and entertaining game of Virtual Football… This was one of the most popular amongst all virtual sports. It reenacted some of the best matches ever played, bringing sport and nostalgia together… It required a lot of open space in order to play this game, in fact about the size of a football pitch. The fitter the players, the more important it was to have plenty of room, in order to enable them to run from a defense position to the goal area on the opposite side. Tylos had invited one of his co-students at university to play against him. It was a dry and sunny summer morning and the country park where he used to do most of his outdoor sporting activities was very quiet. At exactly three hundred .beats, his friend made contact with him as agreed... “Hi there! Are you all geared up and ready to play?”
“Yes indeed!” Tylos said, clicking on the Virtual Football game icon at the same time... He then chose his team, Real Madrid, and finally his friend’s, Barcelona… They had decided to replay a 2005 vintage derby featuring some of the most famous players in History. Tylos had chosen to play in a defense position whilst his buddy preferred to be midfield. Both the sound and the image quality were so good that they soon forgot completely that they were only playing virtually. As in a real league match, the crowd was loud and rowdy, singing football anthems and blowing horns. It reached its climax when Carles Puyol passed the ball to his Brazilian teammate Robinho at kick-off. It was so exhilarating to stand at the back alongside famous and talented players that Tylos felt his heart pounding. Although he was perfectly aware of being surrounded by avatars, they all looked very much like the real people themselves! However, it was not only the way they look that gave the illusion of being alive. Their expressions as well seemed to be exactly as if they were able to sense the fear, slowly dripping on his forehead in a cold sweat… The ball flew across towards the other side of the field and was finally intercepted by Lionel Messi. Increasing suddenly the pressure on the Real ’s camp, the Argentine dribbled past one of Madrid’s midfielders and in his usual aggressive style, advanced at great speed towards his opponent team’s penalty box. This time, Tylos felt both his legs shaking like jelly. Messi was only a few yards away, charging towards him like a bull… Instead of running forward in order to block his way, he decided to stay put and wait until he was a bit closer. Luckily for the inexperienced defender, his seasoned teammate Roberto Carlos came barging from his left post, ran across the field at the speed of a freight train and tackled the ball out of the winger’s legs. He kicked it so hard that it flew at the very back of the stand. Returning to his defense position, the Brazilian hero frowned at Tylos and told him loud and clear “Hey wake up man! It was your job to stop him, not mine!”
The virtual game even sounded like the real thing… The game continued for a while, but this time with more action on the opposite side.
“Hey friend! I noticed that Messi has made you melt down…” Said his friend who was playing in a striker position for Barcelona.
“I was just testing if the legs of my Brazilian partner were properly calibrated…” He laughed.
Suddenly, he realized that apart from him, all the other white shirts had moved ahead by almost twenty yards… At the same time, he also noticed the ball flying towards his friend. Remembering basic football rules, he became aware all of a sudden of being the only Madrid’s player who was preventing his rival from being off-side! This was a terrible mistake… In an attempt to reverse what could have been a very dangerous situation, Tylos rushed forward towards the ball. Before it even had a chance to reach the ground, he jumped as high as he could and hit it with his shoulder in a missed header. Luckily, it landed on Roberto Carlos’ chest who calmly controlled it and kicked it straight into the penalty box on the other side of the field. Unfortunately only red and blue shirts were at the reception. This gave the opportunity for Barcelona’s goalkeeper Valdes to eventually catch the ball for the first time in this game. He gestured to his team to move forward and drop kicked the ball as far as possible. It landed on Iniesta’s head who, in turn, passed it to his buddy Ronaldinho. The Brazilian “magician” kept the ball in play by letting it roll for a few yards… Before his country fellow man Roberto Carlos had the chance to stop him, he simply flicked it above his charging opponent’s head towards his teammate Samuel Eto’o. As fast and sleek as a cat, the striker kept his back towards Madrid’s goal area. This time, Tylos was the only defender left between the threat and the penalty box. He did not hesitate for a second before running towards the action. He arrived behind Eto’o in a flash and before having the chance to turn around his opponent, the man from Cameroon pivoted away from the danger zone and instantly kicked a brilliant strike. Totally powerless, Tylos watched the spinning ball travel through the air. It seemed to gather speed as it crossed the penalty line. Real’s goalkeeper Cassillas jumped with his fully extended body and threw a punch at it, which derailed its trajectory slightly... As a result, the ball hit the right goal post, but unfortunately, instead of bouncing away from danger, it went back into the penalty box where Tylos’ friend was waiting just by fluke. Before he even realized what an opportunity that was, the ball hit him in the knee with such force that it bounced back again, but this time, straight into Cassillas’ net! The score was one-nil for Barcelona… No one could believe the newcomer’s luck. Scores of Barcelona’s players rushed towards him for a celebration at the same time as the loudspeakers started to scream “Goooooooaaaaaal!”
The two friends looked at each other smiling…
“Absolutely fantastic! I love this game…” Tylos’ friend said.
“So now it is my turn to score!” He responded bravely, although, as a defender, he knew perfectly that the odds were against him…
Proceeding with their kick-off very quickly, Zinedine Zidane and David Beckham led their team to Barcelona’s penalty box perimeters in no time. The French Champion playing his usual casual style took everybody by surprise when instead of attempting to score directly, he shot the ball well over Barcelona’s defense line in a relatively empty area in front of Real’s striker Ronaldo. Instead of kicking instantly, the Brazilian hero sprinted towards the goal managing to dribble past Barcelona’s defender Xavi in the process, before engaging his whole body in a striking position. But just as his right foot almost completed its quarter-circle swinging motion, he felt a forthcoming presence on his left side. As fast as a galloping horse’s shadow, Carles Puyol appeared from nowhere and tackled the ball away before he had even kicked it! Although Ronaldo was swept off his feet in the process and demanded a penalty kick, the referee refused to grant the Madrid team what they wanted, as there was technically no real foul play. The entire Santiago Bernabeu stadium echoed the loud sound of Real’s supporters booing and blowing their horns in protest. Although most of them knew that the Catalan’s move was perfectly correct, there was always a small chance to influence the referee. Unfortunately, this one refused to budge and the game resumed... Just a third of the first half period had elapsed and Tylos started already to feel a burning sensation in his thighs and calves, announcing a long and difficult seventy-five minutes to go. Being as accurate as possible, the game developers had even thought of keeping its original and old-fashioned time notation format (e.g. minutes and hours, vs. .beats). Despite some pretty dangerous actions from both sides, no further goals had been scored when they reached half-time. As far as Tylos and his friend were concerned, there was no need for a long break, which they thought would have made it more difficult to resume the game. All the other players (the virtual ones) returned to their respective changing rooms for a virtual debriefing with their coach… Without real field medics to administrate pain relief and calf massage, Tylos did not feel so good. He had a cramp in the right leg and also got stitches… Luckily he had brought with him a special sport drink containing micro algae extracts meant to boost his energy. Accordingly, when the game restarted, he felt totally refreshed and ready for it! This time, it was Real’s kick-off. Zidane passed the ball to Beckham. Then, the English legend passed to Robinho. Tylos’ friend who was slightly behind his attacking position attempted to stop the striker. The Brazilian seemed not to make any effort in dribbling around and past the student who felt a bit embarrassed as the Madrid’s supporters shouted “Olé!”
He felt even more mortified when he heard them boo and laugh at him. He had managed to upset the whole stadium by scoring the only goal in this competitive match. Now it was payback time… Once again, Puyol, who was omnipresent behind Barcelona’s defense line, managed to intercept the ball. The long curly haired Catalan made a pass at Iniesta who did not see David Beckham running in the same direction behind him. The Englishman managed to reach the ball first and in an attempt to stop him, the midfielder from Barcelona pushed him with a shoulder, which was allowed, and then with his arm, which wasn’t… Beckham conveniently fell a few yards away only from the penalty box. This was a great chance for the Real to get back into the game and to equalize. Without any hesitation whatsoever, the referee granted a free-kick to the white team. Of course, all Barcelona’s supporters started to scream and shout, but yet again, the man in black wouldn’t budge. Since he was the victim and also one of the best free-kick scorers of all time, everyone in his team agreed unanimously to let him take justice into his own hands. About twenty-two yards away and slightly towards the right of Barcelona’s goals, it was the absolute perfect spot for him… Before taking the free-kick, the Englishman rolled the ball between his hands, producing enough static electricity to increase its swirl. He placed it carefully in the exact spot where the foul had occurred and walked back a few paces, just enough to gather the required momentum. The crowd suddenly went quiet. Everyone except Beckham himself and Barcelona’s goalkeeper held their breath. As soon as the referee blew his whistle, the football hero ran towards the ball and brushed it with his right foot rather than kicking it wholeheartedly. Thus, it swirled around and looked as if it were taking the wrong trajectory for a while... This fooled everyone, even Valdes who stayed put until the ball came down at speed towards the corner post like a boomerang. With all his might, he pushed on his legs as hard as he could in order to propel his body towards the danger zone. At the last moment and as he had anticipated, the ball turned all of a sudden and pointed down towards the goal. He managed to touch it with his fingertips, just enough to set it off course… On his way down, he watched helplessly as it hit the bar, but as he fell onto the ground, it bounced right off his back into the goal! The whole stadium seemed to have been set alive. It trembled as the crowd cheered and sung. Even the loud speakers seemed to scream louder than usual “Goooooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaal…”
What a game that was! Tylos was now panting due to his emotional arousal and excitement rather than the mere physical exhaustion he had been experiencing since the first half. Winning the game was now in Real’s grasp again… But Ronaldinho’s side, determined not to let their archrivals take control of the game again, resumed with their offensive tactic. Eto’o and Messi took their chances a few times and even tried to score from relatively far. But Madrid’s defense held on, not once letting the red and blue shirts get any further than the limits of their penalty box. The game went on like that for a while with no further goal scored by either side until the stadium clock showed that there was only fifteen minutes left to play. Both teams knew that any mistake at this stage could cost them the match. The first team to score a goal was most definitely going to win. Consequently, all midfielders became ultra cautious and stayed behind their defense lines. On the contrary, all wingers and strikers began to play a game of cat and mouse with their opposite team’s defenders, waiting for the ball or even better to force them to make a foul within the penalty box. With any midfield support, the ball was mostly kicked by one goalkeeper to the other and came back the same way again... Virtual Football was programmed to be as realistic as possible and it featured evolving strategies depending on scores and also on the time left on the clock, exactly as in the real matches… Hence, the game became progressively more aggressive towards the remaining five minutes of the game. Accordingly, Ronaldinho covered a third of the field with the ball until his fellow countryman Roberto Carlos launched both his feet towards him in a tackle. Unfortunately for the defender, he missed his target, hence leaving his opponent to reach a reasonable striking distance. Without even looking ahead, the Barcelona player kicked the ball instinctively… Somehow, his shot was perfectly on target. The whole action was so fast that Cassadillas stayed motionless as he watched in horror the ball hit the bar. Luckily for him, there was nobody from Barcelona at the reception this time. Instead, Tylos was able to intercept it and he started moving towards the opposite side. On his way, he passed Ronaldinho who was still holding his head in his hands in disbelief. The midfield area was empty and using his long distance running skills, he quickly reached an area only ten yards away from the border of Barcelona’s penalty box. Immediately alerted through his striker’s instinct, his teammate Ronaldo moved away from the penalty box where he was waiting. He consequently managed to momentarily get rid of Puyol who was marking him like his shadow.
“Here! Pass the ball to me…” he shouted.
All Barcelona’s defenders heard his call loud and clear. As a result, they all moved towards the anticipated danger, especially when Tylos responded predictably by moving his body towards Ronaldo. As he attempted to pass the ball as requested, Iniesta came from his left-hand side, attempting to stop this dangerous action. Whilst the midfielder managed to block the ball, it bounced back again into Tylos’ feet. A quick look ahead helped the young man notice that no one seemed to guard the space between him and the goal area. He then ran frantically with the ball towards the penalty spot. Before Puyol and Xavi managed to tear him to pieces, he kicked as hard as he could towards the goal’s left-hand corner... Eventually, Xavi’s tackle swept his feet right off the pitch and before landing, he watched in slow motion as the ball hit the back of Valdes’ net. He had scored a winning goal against FC Barcelona! “Goooooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaall……” Shouted the crowd and the loudspeakers.
Tylos was still on the floor when Robinho, Ronaldo, Zinedine Zidane and David Beckham jumped on him in a memorable football celebration melee. At this precise moment, Lienar, Tirk, Rezisto and even the whole World were as far away from his mind as Jupiter… This game had pumped so much adrenaline into his blood that he felt really relaxed and peaceful for the rest of the day. He returned home just in time for a shower before his anticipated meeting with Lienar.
In order to mark their farewell reunion with panache, she had managed to lure Rezisto’s IT wizards to design an unforgettable yet secure venue for their final reunion. Further to a thorough research of the most beautiful and famous locations, she had chosen Maria Fiodorovna’s bedroom in Catherine Palace near St. Petersburg. Designed by the Scottish architect Charles Cameron during the late Eighteenth Century, the “Bedchamber” incorporated classical motifs taken from Pompeian murals and depicting scenes from Roman public baths. Lienar’s choice of a farewell bedroom could not have instilled more romanticism and sensuality. In order to emphasize the already dramatic visual effects, she had also decided to play some classical music. She very intelligently thought that the whole ambiance would be conducive to their carnal exchange. When Tylos entered the room, Tchaikovsky Concerto Number One started to play. Their embrace followed the same pattern as the music, in a crescendo of love and passion, until they both reached their amorous climax. Following this memorable moment, they laid naked in the beautiful room and did not speak for a while listening to the silence and to their respective heartbeats.
“What are you thinking of?” She asked him.
“Nothing important really… I am just admiring the walls!”
“What an obnoxious comment that is! After the beautiful and romantic moment we have just shared, the only thing you think about is the walls? Only a man could be so insensitive…”
He couldn’t figure out if she was serious or not.
“I didn’t mean to upset you…” He said apologetically.
“Do not worry. I guess it is my destiny as a woman to face men’s thoughtlessness again and again. When you most expect to talk about romantic things, you end up talking to the wall, or in our case, about the wall…” She laughed, but it sounded cold and bitter.
“I know that you have a lot on your mind my darling… I know how awful you must feel right now…”
He spoke almost solemnly at the beginning of a plea, which he had already churned a few times in his mind, and which was intended to tell her how sorry he was to part with her. It was his way to say his farewell, but she would not have any of it, stopping him right in the middle of his sentence: “Stop right here my love! I do not need your pity… I am a big girl and I will survive all the ordeals that life throws at me, including marriage with Mr. Perfect! But before you go, I just need one more thing from you…”
She then picked her bottle of Virtual Love gel and played her favorite Tchaikovsky piece again…
Leaving his beloved girlfriend had been really difficult. Although they had vowed to find each other when and if the situation ever changed, they both knew that there was a strong chance that they may never meet again. Somehow, he managed to focus on other things such as his thesis, which he had to defend in a virtual viva voce. The committee in charge of his evaluation consisted of four eminent scholars, all of them perfectly au fait with the subject of his study papers. He revised relentlessly until the very morning of the big day… Tylos, who was very stressed felt much better when realizing that one of his examiners was no one but the eminent Professor Gunker himself! He had attended many of his lectures already and was very fond of him. Faring with people of such caliber even for short amounts of time had been the only highlight of his entire student life… As soon as he sat down, the panel started to bombard him with dozens of questions. Despite them coming thick and fast and although he was outnumbered, Tylos managed to hold the fort, providing the most articulate and intelligent of answers. After a grueling examination, which seemed to last much longer than it really did, he was finally congratulated by Professor Gunker who, even though he was not supposed to at this stage, clearly hinted that he had successfully been awarded his doctorate. The young man left the room feeling immensely proud and relieved. He knew at this stage that it was only a formality before the results would be released officially by the Virtual University. In fact, it only took a couple of days for his online certification to arrive. While he felt so very pleased to have successfully completed his studies, Tylos also apprehended his first day at work, which was scheduled later during that week. The Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Labour worked in partnership towards the smooth integration of students into the workplace. A gap between graduation and the beginning of a career was perceived as an old-fashioned unnecessary and frivolous habit that was deemed to undermine the working pace instilled in students during their arduous academic schedule. In his case, Tylos was not so concerned with workload but he was mostly worried about the dangerous path of deceit he had chosen to follow when accepting to spy for Rezisto… A mere consolation was that he was looking forward to work on real projects rather than on the hypothetical case studies he was used to as a student. He had only contributed to the construction of virtual buildings to date and watching the physical erection of an architectural structure designed entirely by himself was a very exciting prospect for the young architect. Finding information about the Ministry of Interior HQ was not such an easy task… It could only be done whilst working on this very project. So, he thought it would take a while before getting his teeth into real spy work as he had to be assigned to work on it in the first place.
The Ministry of Construction, Maintenance and Architectural Development headquarters featured some of the most innovative design concepts in the history of architecture. Although built a decade earlier, it had kept all its original spark and glamour. When Tylos’ taxi reached the top of the hill where it was located, the HQ shone like a diamond in the sky... Inspired by a design from the last century by the notorious Chinese architect Pei, its structure was built underground in the shape of an inverted pyramid, similar to his controversial Pyramide Inversee in front of the Louvre Museum in Paris. However in this case, rather than being purely ornamental, this building housed over a thousand people. At ground level, its massive frameless glass base acting as a giant skylight provided the lower levels with natural light and heat energy in the winter. Microscopic transparent layers of metal oxides embedded into the glass reflected heat from the sun back into the office environment. In warmer seasons this process was reversed as it was treated to react to ambient heat and to reflect UVs and infrared solar energy. As a result, in the middle of summer, the roof was shining like an oil lake. Inside the structure, an atrium built in the same inverted pyramidal shape, helped with the building’s luminosity requirements. But most extraordinarily was the fact that all the walls and floors were fully glazed... Combining translucent aluminium beams with transparent concrete blocks and resin tiles, the architect had managed to create the illusion of a “floating space environment”. It was the first see-through construction design of this scale.
When Tylos arrived in front of the reception counter, which was accessible via a long ramp that descended to the first basement floor, he felt a mix of sensations, blending his fear of heights and vertigo. Through the clear tiles under his feet, he was able to see people working on the lower floor and some as well on the subsequent levels beneath them... The huge void behind the front desk that encapsulated the essence of the atrium design was scary. Feeling the pull of gravity was even accentuated by the minimalist choice of furniture. In fact, only four receptionists manned the welcoming station and apart from a few individual cubic seats scattered across the space in lieu of a formal waiting lounge area, there seemed to be nothing and no one else.
“Tylos1964 reporting for work!” He proudly announced.
One of the attendants verified his identity by scanning his retina.
“All right! Please take a seat.” She said in a monotone voice without even looking at him.
He had not waited for very long when a man dressed in a white linen tunic and trousers came for him. The Ministry employee escorted him to the changing room, which was linked via an underground tunnel outside of the translucent pyramid’s footprint. Hence, it provided sufficient privacy for people to undress without the inconvenience of being watched by people below, above and around them as it would have been the case on the see-through floors. The changing facilities were the size of a gymnasium with rows after rows of benches and lockers. Tylos was given his own storage space in order to leave all his personal belongings when arriving at work in the morning. It was a common building rule for every man and woman to wear the same uniform and nothing else. Accordingly, the newcomer put his white top and slacks on. He then tried a few pairs of clogs until he found the perfect fit. Wearing the same clothes not only accentuated the sense of “corporate belonging” but, because of their bare and simplified design, it also complemented the building’s minimalist and transparent ethos.
“Saluton Tylos1964!” Said the man who was introduced to him as the head of the department where he was assigned to work.
His name was Rekler. He was in his mid thirties and managed the Department of Sustainable Architecture, considered to be one of the pillars of innovative and sometimes ground-breaking design within the Ministry. As Tylos’ boss, it was his responsibility to supervise him directly and to see him through his induction program. Their team included a librarian called Juclear, Karkar an ethics consultant cum environmentalist, Troptor a quantity surveyor and finally Brienmar an interior designer cum space planner. Tylos’ responsibilities were broad… He was meant to assist Rekler with every aspect of architectural work and also with all structural engineering requirements. Therefore in this extensive role, he was meant to work with each and every member of the department. Thus, he rapidly acquired a general feel and understanding of what was required of him within the workplace environment. Although it was much more intense and demanding than being a student, he soon got the gist of it. The team usually worked on one project at the time. Therefore, it was easy to divide and allocate roles. They were currently developing a preliminary design proposal for a new hospital in the South of France. There was no sign whatsoever of anything relating to the Ministry of Interior HQ… Nevertheless, he knew this time would come and he wondered, out of all his colleagues, who the Rezisto’s implant was. But after guessing for a while, Tylos had decided it was better not to think about it until he was contacted. It could take a few days or even weeks... Meanwhile, he was determined to focus on the task at hand and after just a few days in the job, he was already involved up to his eyeballs in the healthcare project. Although he had to get used to physically commuting to and from work, his new professional routine suited him well. He liked all his coworkers but he was especially fond of Brienmar. She was like a mother figure to him. In her mid-forties, the Afro-European lady was soft and caring. Since she was in charge of drafting and managing all layouts coming in and out of their department, it was important to form a strategic alliance with her.
“I wonder how it is for younger generations like you to land in a real environment like this when most of your life experiences to date have been on Cloud Cuckoo Land…” “Well, to be honest, it is no different than what we have been taught at school. We have had plenty of virtual workplace intromissions already. Everything looks and sounds exactly the same. The only thing that’s totally new to me is to touch and feel things and people…” He responded, gazing around the room in awe.
“It is called re-a-li-ty!” She accentuated each syllable with a sarcastic smile on her face. “Have you got any children?” He asked candidly.
“Have you?” She snapped, “I am sorry… I prefer not to talk about that. Let’s get on with our work, shall we?”
Tylos felt terrible. He must have touched a nerve. Maybe she had lost her children in a car crash or something terrible like that. The World was a very dangerous place back in those days when she must have been a young lady… He soon forgot about this ordeal and began to concentrate on the architectural drawings he had been given to review. He worked non-stop up until five hundred .beats, which was the official corporate lunch time. In order not to crowd the refreshment areas where people usually gathered to have something to eat, time slots were allocated to each worker during which they were forced to take a break. His time to get something to eat was scheduled at the same time as his boss. Throughout the building and on each and every floor, tucked away alcoves had been designed for people to relax in less crowded areas. Although there was one very nearby, Rekler had decided to take his new employee to a really secluded place on one of the lowest floors. In order not to waste any time, he had even pre-booked their high-speed elevator journey. When they arrived near the atrium, the smallest of the almost totally transparent lifts was already waiting for them. Since they were traveling to the furthest point, the system had allocated them with the fastest of them all. Tylos’ boss focused for a moment in the direction of the retinal scanner and as a result, the doors opened automatically. They hopped inside and the same feeling of emptiness and dizziness that he had experienced when entering the building for the first time, took him by surprise…
“Judging by the expression on your face, you are not yet used to our high level of transparency…” His host said, half jokingly.
He was referring to the completely translucent sides and floor they were standing on. When the car began its superfast descent through the open atrium, Tylos felt suddenly nauseous.
“You’ll soon get used to this one! We nickname it internally the Rollercoaster! By seeing your face, I guess you understand why…”
Luckily, the “ride” didn’t last too long and they soon reached the lowest floor but one. The doors opened onto a strange corner of the building furnished with translucent tables and chairs, yet again accentuating the omnipresent “see-through” effect. At this level, the atrium’s theme was nature and as a result, some parts looked pretty much like a jungle... Exotic plants, a waterfall and a pond created the most relaxing atmosphere one could ever dream of in an office building. A self-service refreshment counter was fully stocked with all sorts of food and beverages.
“Enjoy yourself! Choose whatever you fancy… The Minister himself is known to be a right foodie and he is very generous with the staff as you can see!”
The usual choice of ready mixed juices and meals such as Kompleta Suko, Lunco and Vespero Mango was available but most surprisingly was the varied range of fresh fruits and vegetables. Peaches, apricots and plums were rarities on Unu Lando’s average supermarket shelves while healthy ready-mixed and processed foods were the norm. The Government did not want to let people choose what they ate because of the dreadful results the more democratic approach to food during the earliest part of the Century had led to. Indeed, forty years before the implementation of strict nutritional guidelines, over sixty percent of the population in Europe was obese. Tylos was happily munching on some plump and juicy strawberries for the first time.
“So, I heard you talking to Brienmar about her children this morning… Well, you had no means to know but for your information, she enrolled in the DIVL program in her early twenties. Unfortunately, something went really wrong with the genetic pairing process and she was matched with another black man whose genes were much too close to hers... They ended-up having inbred twins. I heard the kids were removed from her immediately after being born and she has never seen them again… So, she can be a bit sensitive when the word children is mentioned…”
He felt the fruit tasted slightly on the oversweet side suddenly whilst this story had churned his stomach the wrong way around… This terrible ordeal made him think about Lienar. It was the day when she was supposed to meet with her husband-to-be for the first time! Despite being miles away, he felt her presence intensely. In fact, she was also thinking of him…
On her way to the Department of Demographics, Matrimonial Affairs and Family Planning, she wished that Tylos could have rescued her, but she knew in the back of her mind that it was pure wishful thinking.
“From the picture I saw, Mierk1090 looks like a right brute!” She thought before entering the dreaded place. It was an austere building constructed during the early days of Unu Lando without anything frivolous, symbolizing the hardcore fundamentals of the new born nation. A huge wing had been built in order to accommodate hundreds of single people who were coming on a daily basis in order to meet with their life partners for the first time. Although meetings were supposed to be staggered and carefully planned for, there were at least another fifty women patiently waiting to meet with their other half. In a similar waiting room but for men only, Mierk1090 was calmly sitting on a bench with no expression on his face except for a tic, which made him grind his teeth nervously. It took almost forty .beats before she heard her name being called: “Lienar72475 to report immediately in Room WW109… Lienar72475…”
She walked calmly towards the West Wing and found the Room 109 with the door ajar. She knocked and a nurse let her in. Before she could say anything, her eyes fell on a large man sitting in an armchair with short blond hair and an unexpressive look. She gasped.
“Hello! You must be Lienar… But before we start with the paperwork, I am sure you cannot wait to be introduced to your fiancé. Lienar, this is Mierk! Mierk, this is Lienar!” The official woman had not noticed the tears starting to fill the young woman’s eyes. “Saluton!” Said the big guy simply, and who did not appear to be the most fluent of conversationalists.
 “Saluton!” She answered.
“Right, now you have been officially introduced, I must verify your identity. We don’t want to make mistakes at this stage and have you marrying the wrong person…” Her joke had fallen completely flat.
The atmosphere in the room was ice cold. She scanned both of their retinas and once satisfied with their identification, she turned towards the couple smiling and simply said “Now, I am going to let you enjoy your time together and will be back in exactly forty .beats… Have a good time!”
She left the room. Surprisingly, he was the first to break the unbearable silence, setting the pace for a long and boring relationship… “So Lienar, I am very pleased with my destiny… I could have had a much worse wife than you. I must thank God for that!”
While she wondered if he was trying to be funny on purpose, she was also certain that he had not picked his last words randomly. Indeed, he was supposed to infiltrate the Rezisto group through her. Talking about God in a World where religion was banned was highly unusual to say the least! It was an obvious attempt to reach her…
“What a prat!” She thought…
“I know it is not easy for you to be in such situation… Believe me, it is not easy for me either…”
“Liar!” Was the word that came immediately to her mind.
“But since we do not have the choice… I think it is important to make the most of our relationship, don’t you think so?”
Unfortunately, she could not burry her head in the sand any longer and she felt compelled to respond: “All right! I surrender my body and soul to you, oh master… Do you want to have sex with me immediately or do you prefer to wait for our wedding night? One way or another, now or later, it’s all the same to me…”
She obviously omitted to say the first word that came to her mind: rape!
“You are not very… collaborative, dare I say.” He added.
“Oh don’t you worry! I will collaborate all right…”
She bit her tongue not to say anything wrong but she felt like screaming… He was more horrible than her worst nightmare and he had not even begun to undress…
“You are a seismologist I read in the letter from the Matrimonial Department… This must be very interesting but how can this be of any help in this part of Unu Lando. I do not remember being the witness of any earthquake. Are there any?”
“You’d be surprised!” She answered, “We have observed a change over the past decade or so and a significant increase in seismologic activities in England and Wales, hence the need for smart arses like me… By the way what do you do exactly?”
“I work for the Ministry of Interior. I am a criminologist…”
“Have you ever killed someone in the call of duty?”
“I cannot possibly answer that. Part of my professional endeavors is classified information…”
“There is not going to be much conversation between us then… But you are lucky; I have no intention to break the code of silence. In fact I am not even bothered talking to you about anything at all! I hope you have a hobby… Is there anything you like to pass your time with when you are not at work?”
He looked at her slightly bemused… “Well, yes… I am very fond of pre 1960 Westerns…”



“You’re kidding me! I just love that stuff… Let’s watch one!”
Several .beats later when the nurse returned to the room 109, she listened through the door and could not hear a sound.
“They must be having a good time!” She thought… “Should I knock?” She decided to surprise them instead. When she entered the room, she found them both with their VS on absorbed in some very unromantic business…
“What a real shame that is!” She sighed.
Ten days after this ordeal, her second meeting with Mierk1090 went pretty much the same way as their first encounter: empty talks lacking anything and everything she wanted to hear. In order to assist women like Lienar assimilate with their new wife roles, the Department of Matrimonial Affairs had devised a fully comprehensive virtual training. Whether they liked it or not, women had to complete the mandatory course. Strangely, everyone who had gone through it, including the most reticent people, had said that it had ultimately helped them get on with their marital duties. What the general public did not know was that advising on best practices was not the main purpose of this program. In fact, it was a true and complete mind and personality alteration module, which used low frequency white noises loaded with subliminal messages… The first session covered the behavioral differences between men and women, hence advising people on the best way to cope with their partners. In order to relax Lienar poured herself a cup of a secret blend herb tea, which her father had collected himself in the woodlands near where he lived. She put her VS on and listened to Part I: Cohabitation with the Opposite Sex... “Welcome to our Virtual Training Center… Today we are going to explore how sometimes men’s and women’s approach to their daily routines differ. The goal of this intromission into our genders is to highlight our differences in order to better cope with each other. After all, the best way to overcome a problem is to understand its root cause in the first place… We’ll start by exploring men’s behavior...” The rest of the session showed an array of masculine archetypical traits from their predisposition to anger, their inbuilt process of rationalization, but also their superior physical strength and even their toilet habits… It was meant to be tongue in cheek and even Lienar found herself laughing when an actor playing the role of a classic male had forgotten to check if there was any toilet paper before visiting the public lavatories. The training continued and covered how women typically handled their daily routines. They were portrayed as having very communicative and multi-tasking personalities but also as being fragile and emotional. Although most of those clichés were biased, they reflected plain, old-fashioned precepts that had stuck with humanity for hundreds of years. Preaching the obvious was a disguised way to lower people’s subconscious resistance to hypnotic commands. After the first part of the training, Lienar felt totally pleased and slightly euphoric.
“I hope Mierk1090 won’t forget his toilet paper…” She laughed.
Part II encapsulated all the domestic tasks a woman could think of, yet again highlighting the fundamental differences between the sexes when it came to hygiene and sanitation. It encouraged all new wives to embrace a more traditional role in their life. Strangely, after going through this section, it was not unusual to see trainees adopting compulsive washing disorders. When Lienar met with her husband-to-be in their third and last daily rendezvous before their final week-long gathering, her attitude had significantly changed. Her mind had been totally altered and she even cracked some jokes with him… She did not notice how different her attitude was. She thought of being sarcastic as usual but in fact, her laughs concealed some sort of a growing affection towards him. He responded very well to her change of heart and his face even began to move in totally new and unpredictable ways: he smiled! The remaining three training modules revolved mainly around one thing: sex. Part III, which was titled “Copulation” was particularly explicit. It showed a series of mini films where men and women helped each other to become aroused in various ways prior to having sexual intercourse. When she would have normally been put-off by such a cheap demonstration of flesh and basic instinct, Lienar felt compelled to watch the program until the end. It felt like she was becoming addicted to it. Part IV focused on the magical beauty of birth. Titled “Procreation”, this session was nothing but emotional blackmail. Even the most reticent women could not ignore and deny their inner motherhood impulse after watching its content. Like millions of other young ladies, Lienar found herself crying sometimes and experiencing feelings of emptiness towards the end of her virtual training. She could never forget the wonderful images of babies with their mums who seemed to be so joyful and complete. Of course, it was also the role of this induction to advise the young mothers-to-be on how to maintain a healthy marital life after giving birth to their sole and unique child. The final part called “Birth Control” tackled the various contraception techniques. After completing the program, Lienar72475 was a totally different person. Although she couldn’t see the changes herself, it was quite obvious to anyone who would have known her… Mierk could not believe his luck when she kissed him for the first time during their final pre-nuptial gathering at the governmental building. This time, they were supposed to spend five consecutive days together in one of the specifically accommodated rooms for young couples… In addition to the tables and chairs they used in their previous single day meetings, a large bed complemented the decor. Although they were going back to their respective homes at the end of each day, people were encouraged to “take naps” together, as suggested by the nurse before leaving them alone. Without any explanation, Lienar who was initially sitting by herself in one of the armchairs, had suddenly decided to move onto the same sofa where he was sitting and had kissed him passionately. By the end of the week, there were very little secrets about their respective bodies that were left for marriage to unveil…
Built in a beautiful garden boasting well-kept trees and flower beds, their local Town Hall was an ideal location for weddings. Although ceremonies were void of any religious connotation, and parents and friends were not required to attend, this formality kept a solemn aura. An officer was addressing several young couples in the same room... “Marriage is a civil duty for any man or woman reaching the age of twenty in Unu Lando. To survive and to thrive, society has mirrored Mother Nature’s precepts of procreation through the fruitful union of its children. While as citizens, you must fulfill your roles as husbands and wives, and also of fathers and mothers, we trust and believe that you will be helped by our inner human capabilities to love and to care for people other than ourselves. Through marriage, you will experience the enjoyment of sharing your life with a person who will always be at your side, comforting you when you are sad and laughing with you when you are happy. Your union means that you promise to love, and to honour and respect your husband or your wife. I will now ask each couple to take a retinal scan in the next room where an attendant will register your marriage officially… Congratulations!”
Moving to the adjacent area, Lienar felt a sudden hot flush almost like burning fever. Her mind wandered high and far before she briefly fainted. Mierk managed to catch her before she fell and tried his best to help her come round. It went so fast that nobody else had even noticed. Very soon she felt her normal self again but her recovery was merely physical. A strange process was lingering in her thoughts. Some neurological discrepancies were scrambling her entire intellect. She felt as if she had been waking up after a very long dream…
“Name please!” The registration officer asked.
“Plecia neartica.” Lienar said.
* * *

Chapter III: Drinking Tears to Quench One’s Thirst
“I totally appreciate the fact that the use of commingled plastic is of value to society, based on an environmental stand point… Moreover its manufacturing process is clearly sustainable. The question I’d like to raise has nothing to do with feasibility neither with ecological issues. I am merely asking whether it is best practice to build a brand new healthcare facility with crushed and recycled material while the prime goal of this hospital is to demonstrate positive governmental initiatives in an area of Unu Lando where opposition is rife…”
Looking at things from an ethical and sometimes political perspective was Karkar’s unique contribution to the team. Although his environmental input was often priceless, even people like Rekler and Tylos even knew more than enough on this subject for the entire department’s requirements. So, the importance of his role was somewhat debatable.
“Watch this guy!” Brienmar had once said about him.
“We call him the spy…” She had added laughing, “He is connected right to the top and even higher if you can imagine that…”
“I don’t really understand. What do you mean?” Tylos had asked naively.
“Oh boy! You are such a baby… He works for the Ministry of Interior. Even though our work does not involve any particular threat to national security, since our department has great autonomy being at the top of the decision making process when it comes to architecture, it is common practice within any of the public services administration to have a guy like him looking over our shoulders. They obviously haven’t told you that at your Virtual University…” She laughed again.
“You mean that spies like him are implanted in all key departments, including schools, hospitals, other ministries, etc…?”
“More or less, yep!” She said.
As a result, Tylos, who had been warned, had become ultra cautious when dealing with Karkar. By no means could he afford to make him an enemy. On the contrary, he tried his very best to agree on each and every point he made.
“I hear what you are saying Karkar… This is a valid point. I have absolutely no idea about the ulterior motives of our Government when it comes to its decision to build a hospital in the South of France. Having said that, what would be the implications if we did go ahead with our plans to use commingled plastics?”
The ethics consultant immediately looked excited. He appreciated to be challenged as it kept him busy…
“This is an interesting question, which I will study further. I will come back to you on this one. But please let me ask you to also evaluate the possibility of using alternative materials. What would be the implications with regard to the project construction schedule and to the quality of the finished building if we chose a different construction process?”
Although most of the discussion with Karkar revolved in the realm of semantics, going through the motions and coming back to him with some answers was actually part of the game. For this reason, Tylos began to work closely with his colleague Juclear. As a librarian, she had expert knowledge of all existing construction material and even kept samples. More importantly she kept abreast of all new emerging technologies through a network of strategically chosen partners not only in Unu Lando but worldwide. Despite the American Dream’s demise, Harvard University was still a very good source of information when consulted and most importantly a very collaborative partner. They never failed to respond to inquiries, which was not always the case with some of their counterparts in other worldwide locations, such as Chinkordia University in Beijing… Chinese scholars were renowned to be the first ones to request information from other higher education institutes around the World when in need and yet to be very reticent to share their academic knowledge and discoveries when asked. Despite the less supportive nations, it was still possible to maintain a good collaborative mode with other universities worldwide and this was an essential part of the overall humanity advancement. Thus, Juclear took her job very seriously… She was so intensively involved that she had personally contributed to the design of a “Super Efficient Miscellaneous Items Retrieval And Management Inventorial System” or SEMIRAMIS. Using similar principles to those in place within most of the automated warehouse picking systems, this device was able to store thousands of material samples and to retrieve them quasi instantly at the push of a button. Each item’s location was precisely accounted for by the system and a robotized arm was picking them when a search was activated by an operator.
“I have to say, SEMIRAMIS is the highlight of my career and dare I say of my life…” That said a lot about Juclear. Although like any woman of her age, she was married and had a child, she was neither the wife nor the motherly type. She lived to work. When Tylos asked her to research the use of carbon nanotube polymers in the construction industry in India, her heart had bounced in her rib cage as if an intellectual resuscitation process had brought her spirit back to life instantly… In order to compile a comprehensive analysis covering all of the problems raised by Karkar, he also asked Troptor to run an efficiency report comparing the use of commingled plastics versus traditional building materials. Although commercial purpose was no longer the primary factor dictating how projects were run, quantity surveying was still a legal requirement in Unu Lando’s construction sector. Instead of focusing purely on cost as it was the case in the past, surveyors’ scope of work had evolved towards the preparation of feasibility studies with particular focus on resources allocation. For example, it would not be particularly ethical to ratify the construction of a hospital using commingled plastics for the mere reason of its full recycled content. The material production process had to be carefully studied and evaluated in terms of people’s plus equipment’s allocation and against the ultimate savings at the other end of the spectrum, which was the end of its life cycle and disposal. Troptor was painstakingly quiet. He was used to spending hours compiling and reviewing data sheets. Keen on improving his presentation skills, he had even developed his own software, which used colour-coded disks rather than lines, pies and numbers. For example, he would attribute certain numerical values to various factors, which would increase or decrease the size of a particular disk accordingly. For Tylos’ study he had prepared some comparative charts, showing red, blue, yellow and green dots of various dimensions opposite to the words: Raw Material Extraction, Material Supply & Transportation, Composite Material Pre-Manufacturing Preparation, Manufacturing Process, Manufacturing Facilities Construction, Manufacturing Facilities Maintenance, Final Product Distribution, Final Product Usage, Product Maintenance, Product Disposal and Product Recycling. Each of his charts focused on the specific usage of three main resource categories: Manpower, Energy and Assets & Equipment. Hence, when Troptor showed his final results to the group, it was very easy for the group to notice immediately that commingled plastics required far less manpower and energy to make, use and dispose of than traditional concrete. On the other hand, it involved loads more assets and equipment to produce, but all in all, it was a better choice!
“Team, our new friend has proven the substantial advantages of plastics versus our good old concrete in terms of efficiency. Now we need to decide whether its benefits can overcome its political incorrectness… This requires a discussion between Karkar and I. So, until then, thank you very much for your superb work!” Rekler had said.
Even though Tylos was new at working on real and existing projects, it felt as though he had done that all his life… In his eyes there was no more gratifying career than his and he often self indulged in remembering his exemplary life path. Already at a very early age he had demonstrated genuine and strong interest in all types of engineering. At his orphanage, he never stopped building things, always using the most imaginative sources of material. He recycled absolutely everything. To him a wooden stick, discarded cardboard, a piece of string and an old paper bag could be used to make a sailing boat or even a kite. Although by rule he had to keep his area tidy in the dormitory, he had wisely chosen to sleep in a lower bunk bed so that he could fill its bottom part with bits and bobs... At the age of four he had already made his first model of an underground dwelling, not omitting its network of water pipes and air ducts! Luckily for him, the education system had recognized at an early stage his admirable three-dimensional spatial awareness. As a result, he had been channeled through specialized academic course work at an early age. Looking back at his humble beginning, it was such a privilege to be working on his first job within the most prestigious architectural department on the Planet! For this reason, he got very emotionally involved with his first project. Accordingly, when Rekler announced that they were going to use traditional building material in the hospital, it came as a sheer disappointment…
“I am sorry Tylos. I have to listen to these guys sometimes, you know… This is a very politically charged scheme. The South of France has the highest percentage of people from Muslim descent in Unu Lando. I am sure you know enough about our nation’s history to understand how volatile the situation is in the area where this darned hospital is going to be built... If the locals smell that we are using cheap recycled material to build it, you can be sure that they will somehow use this information towards their political agenda. They’ll claim that the Government is cutting corners especially in those areas where people like them live and, hey presto, we’ll have a mini revolution on our hands. We certainly don’t want that!” he said.
“Kompren?” He added (understand in Esperanto).
“I thought religion was banned. You’re implying it still stirs trouble in France?”
Tylos, who had never travelled further South than the River Thames had no idea how the situation was elsewhere. As the Capital City of Unu Lando, Nolondo was almost trouble free. Because of all the ministerial buildings the level of security and the amount of police were very high. This was not the case at all in other large cities in the rest of the Nation.
“Haven’t you heard of Rezisto?”
The young man almost swallowed his Adam’s apple.
“Yes of course! What about them?” He asked as casually as he could, trying not to raise suspicion.
“Well, one of the cores of this rebellious organization is in Marseille, a French city, which used to boast a huge seventy-five percent of Muslims amongst its population before the Religious Exodus in the forties…”
“But surely most of these people have left…” Tylos argued.
“You’d be surprised my friend… If you review our history you may find out that tens of thousands of people from various religious backgrounds were stranded. And I tell you, the Government at the time did everything in their power at the time to force them to renounce their faith. While it has worked in most cases, some people, especially amongst the Muslims, have never stopped practicing their religion to date. Still today, there are hidden mosques and churches in cities like Rome and Paris. Anyway, I don’t know why I am telling you all that. We should not discuss these things. Back to work!” Rekler said, ending an interesting conversation and making Tylos wanting to travel. Hidden mosques and churches… He had never heard that before. But where in such a policed State could they be? Big cities especially were constantly monitored by huge networks of CCTV cameras. The rumor was that all new underground buildings including residential dwellings were also under the authorities’ constant scrutiny via a large network of tiny concealed cameras. So where could those religious venues be? It was an interesting mystery to solve… As a keen researcher, Tylos could not wait to be at home in order to start digging into the French and the Italian capitals’ architectural history. Mosques and churches were usually housing big congregations. He had to look for large spaces within buildings accessible through secret passages… By the time he reached home that evening, he had already started to explore these two cities in his mind, but despite having decent knowledge of them, it was not sufficient to crack the mystery. After a quickly dealt with supper, he sat in his most comfortable chair, put his VS on, launched his virtual keyboard and started his research. He began typing: Paris mosques. Unfortunately the system denied his request to provide him with the required information… “Restricted data. Please resume with another search.”
Looking at the message, he realized it was better to avoid looking for too sensitive topics. If repeated, such incidents could have raised a security alert and a subsequent inquiry… So, he approached the problem from a more subtle angle and typed “Ancient monuments in Paris.”
As expected, his query generated thousands of hits but he only had a vague idea about where to look and what to expect. After reviewing hundreds of the most famous buildings in the French Capital City, nothing captured his attention. He then decided to pursue his research by focusing this time on Rome… Yet again an exhaustive list of architectural marvels appeared. For him, it was like going back in time to when he was a very young student. He had of course studied at length those perfect representations of the Classicism and Baroque artistic movements. But there was no place he could remember that had not either been destroyed by floods or turned into a museum. It was therefore impossible to conceive that any of these places would harbor secret places of worship. He was just about to drop the case and go to bed when an old Italian saying popped up:”Solo Parigi è degna di Roma; solo Roma è degna di Parigi” (only Paris is worthy of Rome; only Rome is worthy of Paris). This was not a coincidence, he thought… There was something unique about these two cities that made them ideal places to conceal churches and mosques and he was determined to find it out. But the more he looked into it, the more he became frustrated. He couldn’t find this common thread that he knew was the key to the problem. Finally, he went to bed at a very late hour. Despite feeling really tired, he found it difficult to fall asleep due to the sheer amount of information he had encountered during the day churning around in his mind. This is how, in the middle of the night, he suddenly remembered an article he had read when he was studying in his second year at the Virtual University… Without any hesitation, he went back to his study area and resumed his research… After a short while, he found the information he was looking for. It was published in an architectural journal in the mid 2060’s and was titled “Miles long network of galleries hinder underground building plans in Paris and Rome.”
This article covered in details how the two cities’s multi-layered network of Roman Catacombs had rendered further excavation work difficult and dangerous.
“But of course: The Catacombs…” Thought Tylos.
They were the perfect places to hold secret meetings. In fact they had been used throughout history by various sects and occult groups. They had also been used extensively by the French Resistance during the Second World War. He was sure to have uncovered the locations of the hidden mosques and churches in Rome and Paris. “So what shall I do with this information?”
Although it was a real coup to have solved this mystery without having ever visited any of these two cities, using this presumed knowledge was not going to be among his imminent priorities… He returned to bed and slept for a few hours until he was awoken by a suave female voice: “Bonan matenon (good morning)! It is time to wake-up… You have exactly forty .beats before your scheduled taxi pick-up time. Are you awake?” “Yes!” Responded Tylos to his automated alarm system.
Failing to answer would have triggered a series of unpleasant noises, which were bound to awake the laziest and less cooperative sorts.
“So what do you prefer to listen to this morning: Music, News or Silence?”
“News!” He said and automatically the system tuned into his local radio information bulletin…
“…The Department of Demographics, Matrimonial Affairs and Family Planning has announced today that Unu Lando’s three-million marriage yearly target is going to be met. However, statistics show a lapse in the number of births comparing to last year. Therefore, a series of measures have been put in place in order to remedy this trend, a spokesman for the Department has said. One of these will be an increase in the fertility medication dosage for young females and another, more stimulants for males. Another earthquake measuring 5.4 on the Richter Scale has hit the South of the Hiberic Peninsula spanning from Andalusia to Agadir in Morocco and further afield to the Canary Islands. It is the third recorded earthquake in the region this year where seismic activity is at its highest since 2064 when South Morocco was predominantly destroyed by a jolt measuring 7.2 on the Richter Scale. This time, very little damages were reported but rumors of panic amongst the Moroccan population have put Unu Lando’s border patrols on high alert. The authorities have confirmed that the Government is determined to curb illegal immigration in the South of Spain and Portugal. Two of our nuclear submarines are currently patrolling the area, their mission to destroy any unauthorized ship entering our territorial waters…”
Tylos did not pay much attention to the news bulletin. Instead he preferred to focus on fixing himself a nutritious and reviving breakfast. He had managed to obtain a rare jar of honey through his catering manager at work. He mixed a couple of spoonfuls with eggs, milk and raw oysters, which were very popular and readily available delicacies even during the summer months when they were spawning. Whizzed and slowly cooked in a pan, it made a very energetic and nicely warm alternative to his usual Kompleta Suko. He badly needed the protein in the meal to compensate for his lack of sleep… But unfortunately, it was not enough as it did not prevent him from dozing off a couple of times on his way to work...
“Saluton Tylos1964!” The receptionist said when he arrived at the Ministry.
As usual, he changed into his working clothes before reintegrating his department. His colleagues had already arrived and were all sitting together in the meeting room. “Saluton Tylos! Join the meeting when you are ready please…” Rekler said with an excited look on his face.
Tylos quickly grabbed some stationary items he kept in his personal storage trolley and joined the group. A presentation was being displayed on a holographic screen. Although it had already started, it was not difficult to understand its topic: confidentiality and data protection in the workplace.
“For Tylos who has just joined in and for the others who did not get it the first time, I want to quickly recap what we have just covered…” Said Rekler sarcastically.
“As a department head, it is my duty to make sure that all of you adhere by a strict code of conduct when it comes to confidentiality and data protection… In a nutshell because we work for a ministry, we are not allowed to discuss what we do and what we see with anyone but our colleagues. Although I don’t personally believe that an architectural department like ours holds any sensitive information that could harm the Government if in the wrong hands, I am just the messenger… I have just been instructed by our management that confidentiality at and outside work is a top priority. So, before we resume with this formal presentation, just remember one thing: what happens within these walls should stay within these walls. Simple!”
Tylos could not understand the reason why the Ministry had decided to warn all his employees in such a formal manner and about something so anodyne. They were not working in a missiles factory after all… He did not make much of it until his lunch break when he sat with other coworkers from another department. Two men and a woman working in the road maintenance section of the Ministry joined his table. They were pleasant company and they even cracked a few jokes, which put Tylos at ease. In order to match their good spirited sense of humour, he said to them prior to reintegrating his own department “Please people, remember not to mention to anyone that we had lunch together. It could be considered as a breach of confidentiality…” Unfortunately, no one laughed and they all looked at him as if waiting for a punch line that never came…
“I was referring to the confidentiality and data protection presentation… You must have gone through it as well I suppose…”
But they all looked even more confused as none of them knew what he was talking about. Walking back towards his desk, he started thinking about it, wondering why his department in particular was being asked by the Ministry to emphasize on security and confidentiality. Perhaps this was announcing their imminent involvement in the Ministry of Interior HQ project, he thought… However, he did not pay much attention to it and carried on with his work. He had to add the final touches to his schematic design proposal for the French hospital project. Accordingly, he spent the rest of the day working on it and felt the lack of sleep catching up with him. When he was a student, it was easy to have a rest even during lectures and lessons but in the workplace it was a totally different story. No one was supposed to take a nap during working hours. So, determined to finish what he had started, he pressed on despite being physically exhausted.
“You look as if you could do with a good sleep… Just take a hike!” Said Rekler at the end of the day.
On his way back home in a shared taxi, Tylos felt a bit low. He was sharing the car with one of the security guards at the Ministry and also with one of the cleaners. Nobody talked during the journey. They all looked sad and disappointed, he thought... It was probably due to working in such uninteresting careers. Not everyone was as lucky as he was.... The cleaner had his VS on and he had started to watch a news bulletin so loudly that everyone in the car could hear it. It sounded like the same stories he had heard in the morning: the earthquake in Spain and the rise in marriages… This prompted him to think of Lienar once again... What was she up to? He remembered that she had recently got married. He closed his eyes, trying to imagine her face, but somehow, he found it difficult to achieve. Apparently, it was easier to remember smells than images and until then, she had only been a moving picture, which technology had lured his mind to believe he had touched. But all the technological gel in the world could never have replaced the real feeling of her soft skin against his. Where was she? He wondered, his face pressed against the car window…
At the same instant, Lienar who was sitting alone in her flat was also thinking of him, capturing his thoughts telepathically. She missed everything about him, from his voice to his naked body. She often dreamed of and remembered their Virtual Love encounters. She was not naïve and therefore had attributed her excessive sexual arousal to the cocktail of medicine that had been injected into her at the Department of Matrimonial Affairs. Strangely, she also remembered every single word she had heard during her virtual training session. None of this stacked up in her mind… How could she have slept with her horrible husband? She knew something was very wrong. She thought it could have been the drugs or maybe she had been hypnotized. One way or another, it was not her normal self who had consented to having sex. Unfortunately, she recalled every second of it and it made her physically sick. She had nicknamed her husband “Monstrous” for obvious reasons to her. He was cold, self-centered and brutal. Moreover, she knew he regularly spied on her by looking in her drawers and in her bag. But unfortunately, she was stuck with him for now and she knew it could last a while until someone would come and rescue her. Would that be Tylos? She wondered if he would ever accept to be with her again after knowing what had happened to her... He could also be in a relationship with someone else he might have met through work. He could have even completely forgotten about her… Anyway, one way or the other, he was also going to be married soon! In addition to the brainwashing sessions, it was even more difficult to rebel against the system especially when children were born... Accordingly, her worst fear was to fall pregnant. By law she had to give birth to a child within the first two years following her marriage. But that would seal her relationship with “Mister Monstrous” forever and she was determined to do anything in her power to avoid that. She knew however that her chances were slim… Now she had started, refusing to sleep with him was out of the question. So, her only option was to use some contraception of some sort or failing that, to face an abortion, which was an awful thought. As a newlywed, she would have never been subscribed any kind of birth control treatments. On the contrary, she was given fertility treatment injections! Her only chance to get it was through the black market and she knew a couple of friends who would probably help her. Unfortunately, the only way to contact them was through her VS and she assumed that all her communication with the outside world was thoroughly analyzed. She was daydreaming when she heard the door of her flat opening...
“That’s only me!” Said Mierk in his unmistakable masculine voice.
She braced herself and remained calm despite her repulsion.
“Hi honey! How was your day at work?” She asked politely as if everything was normal.
“Good.” He simply responded in his usual robust and unequivocal fashion.
“That’s good then…” She said with a hint of sarcasm meant only for her.
“I thought it would be nice to take you over to my parents… I want to introduce you to them in real life and my mum is a jolly good cook! They grow their own vegetables and it would be a nice break from your work. How about after tomorrow?”
“I can’t do it on that day but tomorrow would be fine with me if you can take the day off.” He responded.
Lienar had planned to use her mother’s VS to contact her friends without raising suspicion from her husband. Even though it was such short notice, she had managed to take an emergency day off at work and had also warned her parents of their upcoming visit. The taxi journey from where she lived to her family’s new place took as much as eighty .beats because they had had to move away from the City to a semi-rural location. They had been forced to relocate from their Nolondo residence to a substantially smaller dwelling after she had left home.
“Lienar my beautiful daughter!” Her mum had cried when she opened the door to let the young couple in. Although they had already met their son in law virtually it was a shock to see how butch he really was. Thinking of their delicate and educated daughter in the arms of such an oaf was rather shocking, especially to her mother who couldn’t stop showing her reluctance towards him.
“So this is our new flat you see… Since you left, we have been forced to relocate to a much smaller place but I guess that’s necessary if we want to keep everyone in a home these days. I heard that our demographics are now on par so that means more people to house and to feed. Speaking about which, are you hungry? I told you that we grow our own vegetables just above our heads in the roof garden. That’s the beauty of being far from town…”
Her mother couldn’t stop talking but her father was fairly quiet. He knew that something didn’t stack up. His daughter seemed too cheerful and too happy for his liking. She couldn’t possibly have fallen in love with this mute guy, he thought… “Fresh garden lettuce? I thought they only grew in fairy tales… Let me help you cut them up.” Said Lienar.
“No need, I will tear the leaves up. It’s easier and better that way…” Her mother said. But her daughter insisted: “Mum, please! You know I like my salad almost shredded. I must do it myself. Do you have a sharp knife?”
“In the drawer here…” Said the lady of the house rather confused.
Her daughter had never shown any particular preference about how her salad was cut before. In fact, she did not even remember if they ever had lettuce together... This was really totally uncanny, she thought. However, she gave her a knife and returned to the dining table where the two men were looking at each other without saying a word. Suddenly, she heard her girl scream… She had managed to cut herself instead of the salad leaves. She instantly felt there was something wrong.
“Come into my room, I will fix you up darling.” She said.
“Let me have a look! I am a trained paramedic…” Said Mierk.
“This is something a mother is perfectly capable of handling young man. So, please remain seated and let the ladies deal with this if you may. I insist!”
Even though he had clear instructions not to let his wife communicate with anybody without witnessing it, it was socially impossible to follow her everywhere without raising suspicion from her parents. So, he let it go this time. Without knowing, Lienar was under constant surveillance at work and wherever else she was going. Even in her flat all her moves were scrutinized and until then, only her thoughts had yet remained her own sanctuary. This was her only occasion to communicate with the outside world without being caught red handed.
“Mum! I am in serious trouble. I cannot explain… Please don’t say a thing to dad. I need your VS now…”
“Everything all right in there?” Shouted Mierk inquisitively.
“Yes, it’s only a superficial cut. We won’t be long…” His mother in law responded. “What the hell is happening?” She snapped, using the most politically incorrect swear word in Unu Lando on purpose.
“Mum, I don’t have time to explain. If you want to help me, do what I say. Your VS fast!”
Lienar immediately put on her mum’s device and contacted one of her friends called Gerghear… “Saluton Gerghear! I cannot talk much. Listen! I need a long lasting contraceptive intravenous dose. Don’t even ask. Just do it! My mother will be your contact person for the delivery. Her name is Tafertear… She will contact you after I have gone. Do it for me…”
“OK.” Her friend had responded simply.
“What took you so long?” Mierk asked, looking suspiciously at the small bandage around her finger when his wife returned to the dining room…
“Where is mum?” Her father asked, who also felt that something strange was happening. However, the lady reappeared an instant later resuming what seemed to be from the outside a happy family reunion. Lienar had given her mother precise instructions on the best way to contact her friend Gerghear and she had also told her how to get the small package to her once it was delivered. Despite meticulous and constant spying on his wife, Mierk had failed to prevent her from contacting her secret friend. He had absolutely no idea of what had happened in her mother’s room. He only suspected that she might have complained about him but nothing more serious than that. The rest of the day went without incident and he quickly forgot about it. As soon as they finished their lunch, he insisted on leaving. It was much easier for him to constantly spy on her in the confined environment of their flat. He was meant to report anything that was not the “normal” behavior of a young wife. He decided not to mention her momentary escape in her mother’s room, as he should have clearly followed her! When she refused to have sex under the pretext of a headache that night, he was upset but did not make much of it either. However, when she prolonged the situation on the pretext of having her periods this time, he began to be suspicious...
“I have decided to take you to see a physician. Those headaches are not normal!” He said bluntly.
She shivered… What was Gerghear doing? It had almost been one week since she had placed her order.
“Mister Monstrous is losing patience. I will have to sleep with him another time soon otherwise they will brainwash me all over again…” She thought.
She knew that there was no point in calling her mum to ask her to check her secret order status. She knew that everyone was doing their best. She just had to wait a bit longer. In fact, this particular type of contraception was prescribed and administrated on the very premises of the Department of Demographics, Matrimonial Affairs and Family Planning. Nobody was allowed to take this drug with them in order to self inject at home. So, even for Gerghear and her friends, it was not easy to get hold of it... They had to order it through a specialized underground pharmaceutical channel. The Rezisto group had their own scientists in a clandestine laboratory in Sweden. This type of treatment being in constant demand, it was readily available when the order was placed. However, it took a long time to smuggle it safely across Unu Lando. It finally arrived at her mother’s place but unfortunately, Mierk had already booked an appointment for Lienar to see a doctor. Luckily, after examining her, the physician attributed her headaches to period pains and suggested they would disappear after a few days. This bought her just enough time to receive the call she was expecting from her mum… “Darling! I hope everything is all right with you… I have to travel somewhere your way tomorrow and I thought it would be nice to meet up for lunch. Are you able to take a short break from work at one thousand .beats sharp? Yes? Perfect! See you tomorrow then…”
They kept their conversation short and to the point, knowing it was being recorded... However, on her way to meet her mum the following day, Lienar did not immediately notice an older man following her since she had stepped outside of her office building… She had walked a couple of hundred yards when she reached the entrance of an underground public gallery where she was supposed to meet up with her mother in a café. The place was called Brunco, which meant brunch and they served breakfasts and lunches in the form of juices and energetic smoothies. The two ladies sat at a table near the window in order to have a clear view of the main passageway. The surveillance agent came in right after Lienar and sat nearby, listening to every word they said.
“I am so worried about you my darling! Please tell me all about your ordeals… I want to know everything you are going through. How are you coping with such a brutal…” “Accident?” She abruptly interrupted her mother…
“My finger is much, much better now. In fact I don’t even have a scar. That must be because of the extra care from my beloved husband Mierk…”
The older lady, who at first had not understood her daughter’s frantic attitude, realized this time that there was something wrong... Suddenly noticing the old man at the table besides theirs, they both sat in silence for a while, having a sip of juice, until Lienar stood up and said “I need to go to the toilet to freshen up…”
She discreetly indicated to her mother to join her...
“Good idea! I come with you…”
The frustrated surveillance agent watched them enter the ladies room at the back of the café…
“Mum, I am so sorry to have to talk to you in riddles… You must know that I love you and dad with all my heart. I never told you before for your own safety but I belong to a clandestine group called Rezisto. My relationship with this ugly man is totally fake. I despise him! That is why I need this treatment… You understand? Do not worry about me, please… I have friends who will help me get out of this rocky path in my life. I promise! Now, give me the package and go back to your seat. I’ll be with you in a moment…”
They hugged before momentarily separating. Lienar quickly read the instructions that came with the treatment and self injected herself with the content of a small vial. Unfortunately a handwritten note from Gerghear said that this treatment had not been tested properly and chances were for its effects to wear off within three months... Hopefully, this would give enough time to Tylos to sort out his business and rescue her, she hoped. She came out of the lavatories only a short while after her mother, and returned to her table. They finished their lunch and talked about banalities before parting company. They kissed and hugged like relatives would do in a normal situation. The surveillance agent did not notice the tears in their eyes…
While Lienar struggled with her personal life, Tylos on the other hand was enjoying pretty much his working one. Despite the fact that his suggestion to use a commingled plastic structure in the hospital building had been rejected, participating in the structural design of such a prominent project was a real honour. Sometimes he even dreamed that he had never been involved with Rezisto. The thought of one day having to spy on his colleagues and friends was not sitting very well with him somehow. When he heard his boss asking everybody to join him urgently in the meeting room, he feared that it could be about the Ministry of Interior project…
“Dear colleagues, you remember my presentation last week when I covered confidentiality. Well, it’s time to test how well you have learnt your lesson! I have been told by the top management that a highly confidential project is going to land in our courtyard pretty soon… I have not yet been informed what it is exactly but they’ve asked me to warn everyone already that something ultra important is on its way. So, as an extreme security measure, all participants in the elaboration of this project will be required to stay within these walls from the start until the deadline, which will be ninety days later. If you still agree to work on this project, bring some change of clothes with you tomorrow and some personal effects. Comfortable bedrooms with all the necessary amenities will be provided on the executive floor…”
Seeing the surprise on everybody’s face, he added “I would understand if those with family and young children preferred not to participate in this program. Those people if any would have to temporarily relocate into another department in order to avoid information leaks... I know it is short notice but I need your answer by tomorrow morning. Oh, I forgot the most important point… Those who accept the task will be granted an extra twenty days off work on top of their existing statutory vacations…” This time, they all looked at each other smiling… However, Tylos was thoughtful and Rekler who had noticed it told him quietly “Don’t tell me you are hesitating. This is a chance for you to work on the most prestigious project of your young career. According to my sixth sense it could very well be the same for me even though I have been on the job since you were a nipper…”
Tylos liked his boss.
“Would he be the Resisto’s implant?” He sometimes wished he were, as he would have hated to spy on someone he respected so much.
The following day, when they return to work, they all accepted to work on the secret project except for Juclear. It was a big surprise to the rest of the team because they all knew how committed she was to her work. Her husband didn’t see it that way though and he had categorically refused to let her out of his sight for such a long time. Reluctantly, Rekler has had to arrange her temporary transfer to another department. Later that morning, he asked everyone to join him yet again in the meeting room.
“You must think that I have contracted the meetingitis…” He said cheekily.
“Well, you might not be too far from the truth… We are going to have plenty more of that over the next ninety days or so. Yes, I confirm that the new project I was talking to you about yesterday has already landed on my desk… I cannot reveal to you yet what it consists of even though I now know what it is. That really upsets me to have to be so secretive with you folks but I am not supposed to spoil the fun yet. Instead, we are going to hear all about it from our very own Deputy Minister who will address us in a video call in exactly twenty .beats from now. So, meanwhile, finish up the work you were doing and come back here in fifteen .beats…”
The video conference was addressing more than one department at the same time. The Deputy Minister’s image was displayed on a holographic screen.
“Saluton gesinjoroj (good morning ladies and gentlemen)!” The high ranked officer said.
He was in his mid fifties, very thin with perfectly combed white hair and wearing a contrasting black suit and shirt, which was the norm for Government officials… In a poised and articulated voice he began his speech: “Today I am proud to unveil a very exciting opportunity for you all to thrive and shine. You are amongst the very few people who have been selected to participate in the most prestigious architectural project ever. I hereby announce the launch of the New Ministry of Interior Headquarters project!”
The group’s surprise came as a loud “Wow!”
“I remember being a young architect myself and also being very excited when I was picked by my boss to work on the existing Ministry of Interior building. Although it was a long time ago, the technology we managed to integrate into the building design was mind blowing at the time and still is on certain aspects today. But this new project that you are going to oversee is even more ambitious! I am not only talking about building techniques. I am referring to all sorts of new technological devices, which are going to be housed within this HQ’s walls… Whilst working on the premises’ design, you are bound to be exposed to these new technologies. Although your role will not entail to be deeply involved with the implementation phase, your mere knowledge about these pieces of equipment would be enough to harm our entire Nation if shared with the wrong people. As a result, utmost secrecy is required from all of you! As mentioned already by your team leaders, you are requested to stay within the Ministry’s grounds until the design completion. So, for the next ninety days or so, you will work, live, sleep and breathe under the same roof as all of your colleagues who will contribute like you to the success of this unique project. I hope the thought of belonging to our prestigious corps will help you cope with your personal inconvenience. I know that some of you will miss friends and family and I am thankful to all of you for your efforts and commitment. In order to support you further, I am pleased to announce that our eminent Professor Gunker will join your team over the next few days as a special design adviser. Although the professor will have no formal authority over you and your reporting structure will remain exactly as it is today, I request your full collaboration. So, I am now going to leave you to debrief with your team leader who will go through some security measures with you. I wish you plenty of success and excitement! Adiau…” “Prof. Gunker!” Tylos said immediately, who was so excited at the prospect of working with such an eminent scholar.
“Yes his highness himself!” Rekler said in a slightly sarcastic way.
“Whether he gets particularly involved or not, I must remind you that we are the ones who are supposed to run this project! Anyway, moving on with the security measures the Deputy was talking about, I need each of you to surrender your personal effects such as your VS and all your gizmos to the security officers when they come to our department later today. You are not supposed to communicate with anyone outside of this room during the entire project. Is that all right with you all?”
Tylos began to wonder how he was going to copy the plans of the existing Ministry of Interior HQ without his VS… There had to be another way, he hoped.
Like everyone else, he had to share a room with a colleague and he was very pleased when he was told it was Troptor. It was safer to be with such a quiet and inoffensive character as he than with an inquisitive type such as Karkar. Despite having all the required facilities, the residential quarters on the executive floor were pretty basic. However, it did not matter too much as their mission was to work as hard as possible in order to complete ahead of schedule and go home earlier. They commonly agreed upon a five hundred .beats daily shift with an eighty .beats break for lunch and a full day off for every ten working days. Without VS, their first evening together lacked some forms of entertainment and they ended up in the main lounge watching an old Western featuring John Wayne as the leading actor. Tylos found it difficult to sleep that night. He could not stop thinking about his role as a spy. How was he going to be able to contribute to the project and to steal information at the same time? He also wondered how he was supposed to conceal some ultra sensitive information, to get it out of the building somehow and to deliver it to Tirk at Rezisto without getting caught… It sounded like a Catch-22 situation! He slept on this idea and woke up tired but excited in the same time... After a warm shower taken in the common tunneled bathroom built on the floor’s outskirts, he felt ready for action. Most of his colleagues were already sitting in the breakfast room when he joined them. They all ate and drank high protein and slow-burning carbohydrate food and beverages in order to sustain the long day of work ahead of them…
“Folks! Since Juclear is not with us, we have reprogrammed SEMIRAMIS to grant access to Brienmar and I to the data, plans and files related to this project. So, by this token, if one of us is sick or dies the other person will be able to retrieve our work stuff. I would have liked to give you all the same access rights but yet again, security measures are in place and I have no control over these procedures. I am just the messenger…”
So, all the information he wanted was going to be stored in this machine, Tylos thought. Without stealing somebody’s eyeballs it was not going to be easy to get through SEMIRAMIS’ built-in retinal recognition access firewall.
After having his retina scanned, Rekler entered the project file’s reference code. That was another piece of the puzzle that he was missing, thought Tylos… The automated retrieval arm picked up and delivered the required item within a few .beats… It was a medium sized box, which contained a VS device for each team member and a small golden memory stick… They all chose a VS randomly. They were pre-configured to have limited communication capabilities in order to avoid information leaks and were also constantly monitored by a surveillance team. All team members tuned into the same virtual workspace and Rekler started to download the information stored into the memory stick. Quasi instantly, they all received similar audiovisual instructions telling them how to navigate through the Ministry of Interior HQ project files. There were various menus to choose from with the following titles: Project Summary, Main Objectives, Detailed Design Brief, Team Responsibilities, Project Schedule, Architectural & Building Requirements, Technical & Engineering Section, Environmental Responsibilities, Resources & Efficiency, Organizational & Workplace Related Issues, Technological Integration and finally Hard & Soft Data... Guided through the documents by their leader, the team began their work by exploring the project summary and the design section. After going through the first few pages, it became clear to all that this project was supposed to be state-of-the-art… Absorbed in reviewing the huge amount of information, they did not notice that someone was physically approaching the meeting room until the close proximity alarm in their VS started to bleep. Rekler was the first on his feet… He immediately recognized the aging and wrinkled face of Professor Gunker…
“Saluton my friend! Long time no see…” He said while giving a warm handshake to the team leader.
Each member was introduced until it was Tylos’ turn.
“Let me think… Tylos, I reckon!” The professor said suddenly remembering his student… “It’s very good to have fresh blood like you in the team, young man… I am sure we can make use of your knowledge of commingled plastics here!”
That was an encouraging comment from the great man thought the young aspiring architect. An extra VS was given to the newcomer and they all returned to their analysis. The project was so broad that it took them several days just to read and understand the brief completely. The information required by Rezisto was hidden somewhere within the thousands of files, which were only accessible via the team’s VS devices. Since they were all locked up in SEMIRAMIS at the end of each session, it was almost impossible to steal some information without the other team members noticing... Until specialized sub-teams working on specific tasks were going to be formed, there was no way to access any information without it being public knowledge. Tylos, who presumed that he would find the required plans and organizational charts in the Workplace section, was wondering how he could ever copy and transmit the information to Tirk.
Painstakingly, day after day, they reviewed all the compiled data before allocating their workload to small groups. Tylos was given the remit to cover most architectural and structural engineering requirements together with Professor Gunker. Rekler was also going to work with them from time to time when he was not supporting the others with their respective duties. From an ethical point of view, there was absolutely no reason why commingled plastics could not be used in this project. On the contrary, it made sense to build the facility with non porous material in order to minimize the particle accumulation process, which was an absolute no-go in similar clean room environments. After reviewing the situation with Karkar and with Troptor, it was finally agreed that the entire building structure and cladding was going to be made of various plastic compounds. It was a victory for Tylos whose young student’s dream had always been to put his knowledge to work. As much as his collaboration with the Professor was intellectually rewarding, the old man’s impatient character was certainly a struggle to cope with. He was obviously used to have his own way in everything and the term teamwork meant to him that other people had to do most of his work. Notwithstanding his overbearing personality, his knowledge was so deep that even with a PhD, Tylos managed to learn a plethora of techniques, which had never been taught to him at university. Unfortunately, the old scholar was also extremely stubborn... He had even refused to give-up his eye-drops to the security officer after being politely asked to surrender all his personal effects... In this particular instance, Rekler himself had had to intervene in his favour and talked to a few top management people just for the sake of letting the old man get away with such a petty thing. Yet again, he was considered to be a living architectural genius and almost everything he asked was to be granted to him within reasons, as to a capricious child…
“As architects, it is our duty to translate our client’s vision into a feasible and practical but also an inspirational and innovative concept design, or else, we shall be relegated to being mere building contractors…” He pompously reminded his fellow colleagues before starting on a new job.
Between the most current technological trends and the immense empirical knowledge brought respectively by the youngest and by the oldest member of the team, Rekler was left with a mere managerial role. As a department head, it was his duty to supervise the work rather than to do it himself. Although he would have liked to add value, he soon realized that he was out of his depth when it came to the specific task these two people had tackled.
“Not a sign yet of the new organizational chart, let alone the old layout!” Thought Tylos on his way to the meeting room the following morning.
With the professor and Rekler constantly on his back, it was impossible for him to even consider opening the wrong file. His time would come, though... But things became even more laborious as time passed. There were so many factors and parameters to take into account that his work involvement had turned his brain into a computer-like device, busy calculating and compiling data of all sorts. There was absolutely no time for spying…
As a space planner, Brienmar was the most susceptible person to have access to all the plans, old and new irrespectively. Unfortunately, they worked in different sub-teams. He had to find a way to ask her to share the relevant information with him, but how? Eventually, he was bound to find what he was looking for when starting to work on the interior building layouts. Unfortunately he was not supposed to work on those for a while. He had first to complete the structural engineering design and this was going to take an awful lot of time due to the sheer scale and complexity of the project.
Tylos really started to despair when something unexpected happened… One morning while he was getting ready in the common bathroom area before work, Professor Gunker appeared from nowhere, wearing only a small towel around his lower abdomen. The young man who was almost ready decided to leave in order to give his mentor some privacy. At this moment, the old man gave him a smile, which he felt was extremely ambiguous… Indeed, the professor had never seemed to be a very social person and pleasantries in the lavatories were certainly not something one would have expected of him. So what was it about? Still smiling, he mumbled something almost inaudible… The young man understood that he had called him by his name, perhaps mispronouncing it due to excitement, “Trrrylxios..hum,hum,hum…”
But this time Gunker who was not smiling anymore spoke more loudly and insisted on each syllable... Shocked by such inappropriate behavior, Tylos who had already opened the door was just about to leave when he heard clearly this time, “Try-xiom-one-two-one for God sake!”
He stopped instantly, as if he had been struck by lightening… So, Rezisto’s implant was none but one of the Ministry’s most influential people, the eminent Professor Gunker himself?
“Yes… I know you must be surprised, but enough of this stupid expression on your face! I am not going to rape you if this is what you are worried about… This is the only place in the building where we are not constantly monitored and in fact, I think we’d better have another shower together now…”
In order to discuss without being disturbed they went into the common wet room. Their voices were covered by the sound of the hot water falling all around them…
“Here is what we are going to do young man…”
The professor shared his plan of action with Tylos who was going to take a very instrumental part in it…
In order to enjoy a bit of privacy while getting ready in the morning, Rekler always had his breakfast first and then went to the bathroom after everyone had already showered. It was a surprise to hear muffled voices when he entered the steaming room. The hot mist was so dense that the two men busy talking did not hear the door opening, let alone the soft sound of his steps towards the shower cubicles…
“You will have to convince Brienmar…” The Professor was saying when Rekler interrupted their conversation.
“And what do you want to convince Brienmar to do?” He asked while entering the wet room.
“Wow! It’s like the good old Turkish Baths in here it’s so steaming hot…” He then added, not really expecting a response to his question.
“Nothing better than a hot shower in the morning…” The professor said, changing the conversation topic to civil pleasantries.
Later that morning, the three men returned to work as normal. Nothing else had been said since their brief encounter earlier on in the bathroom. The project was progressing at a faster pace now and it seemed at this stage that they were going to be ahead of schedule. Everyone kept their heads down and focused on their respective task at hand. Thus, no one seemed to have noticed where the time had gone when they reached the end of their ten-day working shift. In order to maintain the team spirit and to relax everyone, Rekler had organized a chess tournament in the evening. While Brienmar was playing against Troptor and Tylos against Karkar, their manager had chosen for himself the person who seemed to be potentially the hardest of all opponents: Professor Gunker. Indeed, it took only twenty .beats and very few moves before the old man’s queen and knight put his king in check. Despite all his effort to defend himself, he lost three moves later when the professor put him checkmate with his bishop. Every one enjoyed the game so much that they all agreed to resume the tournament the following morning as it was a day off work.
The next morning, Tylos and the Professor took their shower at the same time again… At breakfast, when the complete team met, the young man called for everyone’s attention, “Team… I would like to propose a toast to Professor Gunker who gives us such a great honour by working with us!”
They all looked at him, rather surprised but happy at the same time to abide by his request…
“Hear! Hear!” Rekler said, raising a glass full of Kompleta Suko.
“Not with that!” Tylos said.
“Please let me make a very special smoothie on this occasion. You will see how good a cook I am…” He added.
Everyone laughed.
“So what are you going to prepare?” Brienmar asked.
“Let it be a surprise…” Professor Gunker said, and added, “Since this toast is for me, I wish to help you with your secret recipe so that I can avoid being poisoned in the process…”
They all laughed and the two men disappeared into the nearby kitchen area.
“Fresh seaweed, strawberries and egg yolk…” Tylos said as he threw the last bit of ingredient in the food processor, “A quick wiz and voila!”
He started pouring the thick liquid into glasses.
“And for our special friend, a dash of my secret spice…” The professor said while adding some of his eye drops to one of the recipients…
“I like the contrast between the sweet and fruity taste of the strawberry and the saltiness of seaweeds.” Karkar said, who was also a foodie in his spare time.
“Then, I must have got the bottom of the jar… Mine is awful!” Rekler said and he added, “Now we have had a toast in his honour do you guys mind if I humiliate our eminent friend at chess? Let’s all meet in twenty .beats for revenge time!”
He left the table and went back to his room, quickly followed by everyone else excluding Tylos and the professor who wanted to blend with the rest of the team as much as possible at this important stage of their secret operation… It took only a little time anyway for the first person to appear again in the lounge area where they were going to play the final round of their chess tournament. Soon most of the team members were back together except for the two SEMIRAMIS access code keepers: Rekler and Brienmar. The professor whispered discretely into Tylos’ ear, “Let’s just hope that they are not both going down with the flu…”
Ten anguishing and long .beats later, the space planner appeared with a worried expression on her face…
“I was just coming back from the lavatories when I saw Rekler literally running towards the men’s room… He only managed to shout at me the word: sick! I then waited for a while in my room but not seeing him back soon enough, I worried so much that I went back to check on him. He was still there and he has asked me to tell you guys that his stomach did not enjoy Tylos’s drink one bit! I think it is food poisoning. So, please everybody must be careful. If anyone else feels pain in their tummy, please let me know and I will call the medics in!”
“This makes me feel really awful if I have given a tummy ache to our poor boss with my food… I am sorry but I do not feel like playing chess anymore. If you don’t mind I’d rather be on my own for a while…”
Tylos had rehearsed this scene enough to appear genuinely affected by the news. No one noticed the determined expression on his face when he left the room.
“Let’s not be disheartened by that and play on!” The professor said, who had agreed to fill the young man’s shoes in order to play against Karkar.
Although the environmentalist was an excellent player, he was surprised to take the lead so easily. The old man kept on making some really silly mistakes… He attributed his errors to either fatigue or simply because his mind was somewhere else. Nevertheless, he took his chance and was able to beat his opponent without any trouble. Thus, Karkar got himself into the final. Brienmar had also managed to beat Troptor who was a novice at chess.
“Let’s have a celebration drink!” She said after completely forgetting their boss’s ordeal earlier.
“Oops! I forgot… Sorry.” She added after noticing the others’ shocked expression.
“I should maybe go and check if he is all right…” She said thinking suddenly of Rekler. “I think it is more appropriate if I go, with all due respect… And anyway, you and Karkar now have to fight for the top award!” The professor said with a hint of authority. Yet again, the remaining team members abode by the old man’s rules and started to play for the last time. Although it seemed very generous of the professor to check on Rekler, it was part of a meticulously planned mind game that he had started orchestrating since the early hours of the morning…
“Are you all right in there?” He shouted through the Department Head’s door.
“Yeah, I have been better I must say... I guess I will have to pass on the seaweed next time!” The sick man responded.
“All right! He is not dead then and he doesn’t seem to be suspicious at all. Great!” The professor thought, who subsequently knocked twice on Tylos’ door.
“All as per plan! We’re on schedule…” He said to the young man who was expecting him.
When they walked into the lounge room, everyone had their eyes on the chess board. Seeing them, Brienmar who seemed to be in a winning position based on the amount of figures she had already captured, asked for some news about her boss, “How is he doing?”
“He is fine! I spoke to him and although he prefers to spend the rest of the day in his room, he asked me to tell you that he is feeling slightly better now and just needs some rest… By the way, I have also asked him if I could do a bit of work this afternoon and he suggested that you would let me access my work files. Do you mind if we do it now quickly in order to let you get on with your game?”
She looked at him rather puzzled but before she could answer Tylos said, “May I join you Professor? I am sure I will be able to help you since we are working in the same team!”
Both men had rehearsed this part of the sting operation so well that Brienmar’s hesitance was soon blown away by their dual insistence.
“All right then! And just when I was winning… Whatever you do, don’t touch anything you! I’ll be back soon…” She said to her opponent Karkar.
After letting SEMIRAMIS scan her retina, Brienmar entered the secret code that only her and Rekler knew. She felt slightly anxious about leaving her two colleagues alone with such confidential files.
“They are not going to disappear with them, especially not Professor Gunker!” She thought while the robotized arm brought the box containing the VS devices and the memory stick…
She opened the box and before she even attempted to pick something out of it, the professor started to groan...
“Aaaahhh!” He cried, holding his abdomen obviously in severe pain.
“What’s wrong with you?” She said, suddenly forgetting all about the security measures.
By then, he had fallen down, apparently fainting. She instinctively left the opened box in front of her and tended to the sick man lying on the floor. In an effort to talk, the professor took her hands with such a strong grip that she found herself his prisoner for an instant. The scene was so traumatic anyway that she did not try to move away from him. On the contrary, she felt compelled into helping the poor victim.
“What’s wrong Professor? Have you got stomach cramps?” She asked, but he whispered such an unintelligible answer that she had to place her ear closer to his mouth.
As she did so, he grabbed her shoulders firmly and without letting her go said, “I think that I am also reacting to… Oh sorry, give me one minute…”
During the entire ordeal, the old man kept her facing down, preventing her from noticing what was happening behind her back.
“Yes, so I was saying that I am reacting in the very same way as Rekler… Oh, one moment please…” He groaned again, keeping half of her body pinned down on him until Tylos’ head emerged from behind.
“I think we should better take him into his room…” The young man said, naturally. “Well, I’d love to if only he could let go of me…” She said rather impatiently this time. Suddenly the old man pushed her off and sat up in a surprising state of recovery.
“Yes, let me go to my room. I feel better now…”
“I will take him to his room… I don’t think we’ll do much work today…” Tylos said on his way out. Brienmar was still shaking when she found the unattended box realizing that it had been left open all that time… She closed it and stored it safely in SEMIRAMIS.
In the mayhem following Professor Gunker’s illness, no one ever mentioned to anyone that the box containing the secret files had been opened. Eventually, when Rekler recovered and showed up in the common lounge area, he only heard about the old man’s severe food poisoning and not about any of the circumstances.
“Tylos, you are really the worst cook I ever met!” He said trying to maintain positive banter.
“So, has anybody checked on the sick man lately?” He asked, but since no one had, he went and knocked on the professor’s door himself.
“Are you all right in there?” He shouted.
A frail voice responded “Come in!”
And so he did… The door opened on the old man holding a vanity bin in his hand and looking totally disorientated.
“Sorry for not being so presentable but I am sick as a dog!”
By the time, he had finished his sentence, he rushed to the bathroom still holding the container and made some terrible noise that despite being muffled through the door sounded clearly like someone vomiting. A moment later, the professor came out looking even more disheveled and haggard.
“Sorry but it has been like that since midday today and I feel that I am getting weaker and weaker… I need to get out of here Rekler! I am serious… I need my home.”
Based on the fact that he was ill and also because his work contribution had already helped the team complete well over two thirds of the project, he agreed on the spot to let him go… Furthermore, Professor Gunker asked to leave without much ceremony. Hence, he was taken away by a team of medics the same evening. The team was only made aware of his departure the following morning.
“Last night, after seeing how bad the prof was, I have decided to release him from his project assignment. I have based my decision on the fact that his contribution has already been valuable beyond expectations and also that only the interior design work is left to do. Before going, he has asked me to thank each and every one of you for your support and friendship. He has also mentioned that he does not hold any grudge whatsoever towards you Tylos for attempting to poison him…”
Although the team was sad to see their older member go in such a sad manner, they smiled at Rekler’s final joke. Yet again, after that, they all kept their head down and started to work again.
Since the architectural and structural engineering work had been completed, sub-teams had been reorganized based on the remaining tasks at hand and on people’s abilities. This time, Tylos and Brienmar were working together on the building interiors… All the information he had secretly sought for weeks became suddenly available: the existing Ministry of Interior building layouts showing each and every department with their functions and manager names. But since Professor Gunker had already left with the same information, it did not really matter anymore, he thought… Several more days had passed since his departure and all was back to normal within the department... Their work was progressing swiftly and they were just in the process of adding final touches to the finishes scheme when Rekler realized that he was missing an important file containing the client’s corporate colours.
“Hey Brienmar, when I first browsed through all the available information, I am pretty sure I saw a colour scheme of some sort somewhere. Perhaps it was in the Hard and Soft Data section… Did I dream that?”
“No you didn’t… I have not yet downloaded this file as it contains a lot of pictures and is quite heavy. I will do it now…”
She then accessed the container where all the VS devices were kept and also the memory stick containing all the data. SEMIRAMIS’ robotized arm brought the box right in front of her as usual. Every time they took something out or put something back in again, the security protocol asked them to close the container immediately after each use and to relocate it into its storage niche. It was a bit cumbersome as this had to be done not only every morning and every night but literally whenever they took something in and out during the day. Rekler had delegated this task to Brienmar who was happy to do it and was very well used to imputing the file location in SEMIRAMIS’ control pad. She methodically took the lid off, found the small package containing the memory stick in its usual place and opened it…
“Rekler!” She gasped.
“What?” He simply said as he gazed on the open and empty miniature box…
“What the Devil…” Brienmar placed her hand in front of her mouth suddenly feeling upset.
She realized that this could have gone missing during the confusion when Professor Gunker fainted… She did not reckon on seeing him or Tylos or even herself take anything out of the main box.
“I forgot to tell you but on the day when you were poorly I took Professor Gunker here because he wanted to do some work. But just as I got the box open, he fainted and all went so fast after that, that I only remember closing it again when he was back on his two feet… Tylos was here!”
“Yes, it was pretty manic as we both thought that the old man was having a heart attack or something like that… I do not remember seeing him anywhere near the box though but it went so fast that I cannot be one hundred percent sure…”
Rekler looked at both of them and for once he seemed to be rather upset…
“How come, you have let him access these files without even asking my permission?” he asked angrily.
“I am sorry but you gave him the authorization!” She said in an upset voice as she didn’t like to be blamed for it.
“Me? I must be dreaming… Brienmar, please when did I give Professor Gunker the green light to access the files? Please enlighten me!”
“On that day! He came out after seeing you and he said that you had agreed to let him work.”
“That is totally right…” Tylos said,who intervened in her favour.
“He adamantly said that you gave him the authorization and we all believed him…” Karkar said this time…
“And none of you thought of the possibility that he could have been lying?” Rekler said.
No one responded. It was obvious they had made a collective mistake but, by the same token, no one in particular could be blamed for it, not even Brienmar.
“All right! We have to deal with the consequences... I have to inform my superiors immediately. This is a serious security breach! I tell you…” The boss finally concluded.
Following this incident, every room on the executive floor was meticulously searched and each member had to go through a full body scan. Of course nothing was found and suspicions leaned towards Professor Gunker who was already far away... It made no difference to their work and Rekler tried to salvage as much of the remaining team spirit as he could, by saying “I must apologize to all of you and in particular to Brienmar for having lost my temper when I interrogated you about the missing memory stick. It is unfortunate but it has happened. We must now forget about the incident and move on. We are so close to completing our work… If we keep our momentum, we should all go home within four or five days maximum. So please, keep that in mind…”
Accordingly, the team maintained a professional attitude and after retrieving the corporate colour scheme through the other departments, they finally completed their work.
Coming back home after spending seventy-six days and nights at the Ministry felt very strange. Although he found everything in the same place, Tylos had to familiarize himself again with the simplest things such as sleeping in his own bed. But he felt really relaxed in his mind, especially thinking of the twenty day vacation ahead of him. This gave him plenty of time to sort out his personal life! Although he was planning to travel on a quick trip somewhere exciting like France, he had a lot to do before thinking of leisure… Indeed, he had to find out about the professor through Tirk, as he had heard no further news about him at work… Reuniting himself with his own VS was also a nice feeling. At last he was able to play any game he liked without having to check first if it was acceptable to everyone else. On his first night, despite feeling slightly disorientated, he managed to catch up with some good sleep and woke up without the assistance of an alarm pretty late. After a quick shower, he fixed himself something to eat and sat in his favorite chair, enjoying the comfort of his home while listening to the morning news: “The Department of Homeland Security has announced that the Trust & Thrive initiative was a total success. A ceremony will be held at the Ministry of Interior in exactly seven days from today during which gifts and prizes will be distributed to several of the most supportive children. We were told that the campaign was a huge success and that in Nolondo only over a thousand criminals have been apprehended thanks to information gathered through participative school pupils. An outbreak of pfiesteria algae was detected off the Welsh Coast and is feared to be heading towards Cornwall where most of Nolondo’s seafood supply is coming from. Scientists are already suggesting that it could be as severe as in the mid seventies when oysters and sea urchins were removed off the supermarket shelves for two years… This is all for now and for me. I am Macar3639 broadcasting live from the Ministry of Information Headquarters in Nolondo. Adiau (Goodbye)!”
At the end of the news bulletin, Tylos decided it was a good time to contact Tirk.
“Hey, long time no see…” The Rezisto leader said when he accepted the video call. “Before you say anything, can I invite you to join me in a different virtual location? Give me a couple of .beats and I will be with you…”
He vanished. Of course, due to security reasons, they had to resume their conversation a moment later in a safer virtual spot.
“So, how was your stay at the Ministry?” He immediately asked Tylos after joining him again.
“Well, to be honest, it was all right most of the time but also very stressful, especially when I had to steal the information…” The young man said.
“By the way, how is Professor Gunker? Has he managed to give you the memory stick after all?”
“There are two questions and I will answer to the last one first: yes, we are in possession of all the information we were seeking. Unfortunately, I have to answer negatively to your first question... The professor was arrested yesterday on his way to Moscow! As you can imagine, this is a big blow to us as he was one of the most important and cherished members of Rezisto…”
“But how long has he been part of this? I have known him for so many years… He has always worked and collaborated so closely with the Government. This has come as a big surprise to me!” Tylos said, who was genuinely astounded.
“It is a rather long story but in a nutshell, the professor who has been a loyal civil servant for many years as you said, lost his faith in the Government when his granddaughter was arrested and eventually killed by the authorities… She was one of ours you see and despite all his influential friends, the professor never managed to get her out of custody. When we found out what had really happened to her, we gathered some evidence of her death and we used it to convince Gunker to work for us. The rest as you know is history…”
Tylos didn’t feel so good about the entire situation…
“What now? Surely they are going to brainwash him and before I even return to work he will spill the beans and I will be arrested too…”
“You are probably right. I mean that, yes, he will talk like we all would if we were caught and drugged… However, before they catch you, a lot of things are likely to happen... We are planning to highjack the car, which is supposed to carry the children to the Ministry in order to claim their prize. You have heard of the Trust & Thrive initiative, haven’t you?”
“Yes, of course…” Tylos said, who was feeling very worried.
“And how will you enter the building? There are very stringent security measures in place and I do not see how highjacking the children will help…”
“You can’t see it now and it is better that way trust me, but you will…”
This time Tylos had a very bad premonition…
“Yes my friend, you will be with us during this historic attack!”
After hearing his fate, Tylos decided to forget temporarily everything about Rezisto and his personal involvement with it. Since he had not been to the gym for ages, he decided to do some weightlifting. He had been so physically inactive whilst working on the Ministry of Interior project that he felt his body needed loads of exercise.
“Saluton Tylos1964! Kievi ..isas (Where have you been)?” His personal trainer said.
He explained briefly that he had been ultra busy in his new job with absolutely no spare time to come to the gym. Tylos had decided to get a good old-fashioned workout. He didn’t want his VS on or anything virtual or high-tech, just plain brute force… Sometimes he felt that technology took an awful lot of space in his and also in millions of other people’s lives. What a strange World they lived in! Everything from studies, sport and entertainment, to work and even love was virtual... At least, weightlifting was one of the things that had remained untouched since 3000 BC when the Chinese had invented the need for their warriors to lift weighted objects before going into battle. He started with an easy routine, steadily increasing the weight and the difficulty level throughout his session. Although he managed to get a good workout and break some sweat, he could not get the fear of an unknown future out of his mind… He realized that his life was much easier when he was a student. Tylos remembered suddenly that the last time he had visited the gym, he did not even know Lieanar, let alone the Rezisto group. His mind was then free of worries and full of hope. What was he meant to aspire to since he had become the spy of a fully fledged terrorist group? Even if they managed to enter into the Ministry of Interior building, what would happen then, he asked himself… The more he thought about it, the more he saw a road laden with insurmountable obstacles ahead of him. Moreover, he was so much involved that whatever he did at this stage, there was very little chance for him to get out of this situation unscathed… He was doomed! He felt like taking his head in his hands and crying.
“Kio estas malgusta (What’s wrong)?” His fitness master asked.
“Mi trostrecis sin (I overdid it)…” Tylos said.
He was still feeling sad on his way back home when he heard a message notification via his VS… Instantly recognizing the official Government seal, he got suddenly scared… It could be something to do with Professor Gunker’s capture and the subsequent espionage investigation. Despite wanting to bury his head in the sand, he took a deep breath and read on, “Dear Tylos1964, our records show that you will reach your twentieth birthday in one hundred days. On this occasion when arriving at universal consent age, you will render your body and soul to society by getting married to a perfectly matched bride. Through a complex genetic and psychological selection process, we are pleased to announce the name of your wife-to-be: Genietear2786, a white Caucasian female, measuring five foot seven, weighing fifty-eight kilos, dark hair and green eyes, employed as a neuropsychiatric researcher in the Homeland Security Department of the Ministry of Interior. Your first physical meeting will occur in exactly seventy days from today. You will then have two further meetings with a ten day gap between them. Finally, you will spend the last five days of this discovery period together under our staff supervision, before being united in the realm of marriage during a public ceremony held at your Precinct’s Town Hall. In due course you will receive an invite to attend a matrimonial training course at our Virtual Learning Centre. During this course, you will learn the techniques of cohabitation with the opposite sex, family management, copulation and paternity. Meanwhile, it is our pleasure to wish you find happiness and love in your forthcoming union with Genietear2786 on behalf of The Department of Demographics, Matrimonial Affairs and Family Planning…”
Tylos remained still and numb for a while before his mind started to wander…
“A brainwashing lobotomy purveyor! They want me to marry a brainwashing lobotomy purveyor…” He thought, “The Ministry of Interior… Again!”
He believed it was not a coincidence that his chosen partner was working at the Ministry, exactly as in Lienar’s case. Moreover, she worked for the worse department: Homeland Security. It was public knowledge that it was the hub where most of the mind controlling techniques and terrible psychological tortures were elaborated and performed. By hook or by crook, he had to break the Government’s unrelenting grip on his destiny before it was too late! The prospect of marriage and children was the last thing he wanted to happen in his life. He could only foresee a nightmarish situation unveil ahead of him…
Meanwhile, Lienar was buried up to her neck in it! Due to her contraceptive injection, she had managed to avoid falling pregnant. This was making her husband Mierk1090 really upset... After all, they were trying very hard for it! He was so concerned about her failure to conceive that he had decided to take her back to the Department of Matrimonial Affairs for a check-up. When she heard that he was arranging an appointment for her, she felt sick. For sure this time, they were going to find out about her contraceptive injection and if they did, she was bound to have further brainwashing therapy… Her life was already a living nightmare but at least she had her mind intact. Without it, she was deemed to sink into murkier waters. The last thing she needed was to have a child. How could she love it when she hated the father so much? What was Rezisto doing? She wondered. They were supposed to be up to something but when? Lienar was not sure how long she was going to manage to live in such excruciating conditions. She sometimes thought of ending it all. She even considered suicide. “Tylos!” She whispered in those moments when she was so low that she had no more tears in her eyes.
He was like an invisible anchor that prevented her from being swept away to sea and drowned. But this time, even the strongest links were not going to be enough to sustain the pulling force of a current that was bound to get her crushed. She merely moved and remained quiet when the nurse took a blood sample at the Department of Matrimonial Affairs.
“So, when will the results be ready?” Mierk asked.
“Just four or five days…” The woman in uniform said.
“Just four or five days…” Her voice echoed in Lienar’s mind.
That was all it was going to take to get her in an ocean of trouble…
Meanwhile a similar clock of destiny had started to tick madly for Tylos… He was only a day away from the scheduled attack on the Ministry of Interior. For security reasons, he had not even been told what would happen on that day. All he knew was that he was meant to wait in his flat until being picked up by someone. Who was going to collect him? He did not even know that… So, he waited for a full day, during which he could not be bothered to do anything. He also waited for an even longer and sleepless night. The following morning, when he recognized Viern’s face on his intercom system, he realized instantly that the Rezisto operation had started… It was clear from the first time he had met him that he was terribly jealous of his relationship with Lienar. But on this day, they had to forget their antipathy and work as a team.
“Tirk has asked me to pick you up. A car is going to arrive in five .beats a block away from here… We must hurry!”
Tylos, who was expecting this visit at anytime, was already all set for action. The automated taxi had been booked only for them and it didn’t stop anywhere before reaching an intersection near the Ministry building. After being dropped, they had been waiting no more than a few .beats when a big car pulled round a street corner and stopped right in front of them. Four men came out and Tylos felt immediately reassured when he recognized Tirk amongst them. He had only ever seen him virtually and perhaps due to the obvious anguish, the Rezisto boss looked tense and tired… The bus transporting the children and their guardians was approaching the meeting point where Tylos and the others were waiting.
“Now, we are going to stop and this is where parents and guardians get off. An official Ministry driver will escort you to a separate office location where you will wait comfortably for your children. Meanwhile, all children will remain seated while our security personnel board the bus. So please, all adults get ready to leave the bus! I repeat: all adults to leave the bus!”
Thanks to the mind-numbing drug, which all parents and children had been unknowingly given in their drink, no one objected to the driver’s instructions. Similar psychoactive treatments were used on dissidents by the authorities before more advanced mind-altering techniques were introduced. The specific one used in this instance was extremely potent and was designed to render patients totally submissive and obedient for as long as a full day or so. Accordingly, all five adults descended the bus when it stopped and stepped into the large car parked nearby as per the driver’s instructions. One of the three men accompanying the Rezisto leader and who wore an official Ministry of Interior guard’s uniform jumped at the wheel of the vehicle and drove the docile flock to a secret location. Despite being briefed by Tirk, Tylos found the level of acceptance from the parents utterly remarkable in those circumstances. After all they were leaving their offspring in the hands of total strangers! The bus driver was a real employee of the Ministry of Interior. Not only was he fully authorized to transport the five Trust & Thrive program’s prize winners and their guardians, but he was also the person in charge to bring them to their final destination inside the Ministry building. He had been an active member of Rezisto since the death of his wife who had died after her life-support machine was “accidentally” switched off following a debilitating stroke. When Tirk had asked him to put himself forward for this driver’s role, he had accepted without any hesitation… It was easy for him as escorting people to the Ministry was one of his main and usual duties. This was for him the occasion to avenge the suspicious death of his wife, which he had always attributed to the harsh and unscrupulous Unu Lando’s demographics strategy to rid the nation of its “imperfect” kind. Legalizing euthanasia had been the beginning of a systematic culling program performed behind hospital doors.
“Today is Judgment Day!” He thought as the bus resumed its journey after boarding Tirk and his friends in lieu of the parents and guardians.
Despite being with complete strangers, the children did not react or say anything. On the contrary, their facial expression remained the same: an absent and emotionless gaze. Moreover, when, upon arriving at their final destination, they were asked to step out of the vehicle and follow their respective new guardian, they obeyed passively. The guard driver led the group to the lift entrance. A big sign above the door formally greeted all incoming visitors: “Welcome to the Ministry of Interior Headquarters building. You must be authorized to access this elevator. All employees are required to take the retinal scan. Other persons and guests are required to enter their name and their invitation password in the entry pad provided.”
After placing his face in front of the recognition device, a familiar voice addressed the man through an integrated speaker, “Saluton Hizer56798! Your party of five children plus their respective guardians is expected. Please step into the elevator car now.”
The doors opened and they all stepped in. Before entering the building, all employees and visitors were required to change their clothes and leave their personal belongings behind in such a massive locker and changing room that it looked like a maze… The lift arrived at the first level below almost instantly. Another guard was waiting for them. “Saluton!” He greeted everyone warmly.
“Welcome to the Ministry of Interior Headquarters building! Before one of my colleagues who is waiting for you behind these doors can take you to your final destination, you must all follow your driver to the changing quarters behind you. You will find your sterile suit in the provided lockers. Hizer knows where they are. It can be pretty confusing when you come for the first time… Afterwards you will all take a retinal identification check and finally will go through the body scan and particle disintegration room in order to make you clean for your visit. When that’s done and I receive the green light from the control room but only then, I will let you go through these doors… So, I hope you’ll enjoy your trip through the labyrinth... See you at the other end!”
The stringent security and hygiene measures, which were in place made it almost impossible for anyone to enter the building uninvited. However, Tirk and his men had devised a plan that he hoped was not only going to let him in but was also going to render all the Ministry’s employees defenseless…
As instructed, Hizer took them through the main passageway and turned off into a smaller corridor, which was painted in a different colour. The group reached a large changing room with lockers all around. Without much being said, Tirk and his men immediately opened their respective rucksacks and emptied their contents on the floor. “Get the kids to lie down, will you?” He said to the guard.
Hizer instructed the children accordingly, “All right children, now we are going to make ourselves cozy and comfortable on those benches and then I want you to relax and take a little nap…”
In a dreamlike state, they all abode by this odd request without a blink. The cocktail of drugs they had taken had the dual properties of making lambs out of people and of wiping out their short-term memory at the same time. So, they were hoping that the kids and their guardians would not remember a thing after the effects had worn off. A plan, a set of tools, three large canisters, a pair of handcuffs and six sets of harnesses with gas masks and compressed air cylinders were neatly laid on the floor in front of them.
“Hey guys! Stack a couple of these benches on top of each other!” The leader asked his men.
“Now, let’s put our harnesses on and connect the cylinders to those masks like this!”
He demonstrated how easy it was to get the equipment ready. Everyone did exactly as he said. Then, helped by Viern, Tirk climbed on top of the makeshift ladder. “Everybody get his gear on now! Take a breath or two and see that it works ok… Do it now!”
By then, the group looked like firemen about to enter a fire zone... Once reassured that everybody had attached their gear properly and were breathing all right, he removed an air-vent grill from the ceiling.
“Pass me one of these canisters!” He said.
Due to privacy reasons, the code of practice governing the use of CCTV cameras forbade them to be used in places such as toilets or changing rooms. Since everybody had to go through a full body scan prior to entering the premises, whatever happened in this area did not matter so much… Thus, without anyone knowing in the Ministry of Interior HQ building, the Rezisto leader started spreading incapacitating volatile anesthetic agents in the air-conditioning ducts…
The five children who were lying on benches fell asleep quasi instantly. Tirk had calculated that it would take no more than five .beats for even the furthest person to succumb to the sleeping gas. Since their breathing equipment autonomy was up to fifty .beats, they had approximately forty-five .beats left before running out of air.
“Time is of the essence!” The Rezisto leader said when he started walking back towards the building’s entrance. They found the guard on the floor near the access door to the air lock room where they were supposed to have their full body scan and take a decontamination shower. In his capacity of escort personnel, Hizer, who had the master access key password, got them through each and every door. With the premises layout obtained through Professor Gunker, the intruders knew exactly where they were heading… Along the way, they found dozens of men and women dressed in white uniforms totally unconscious. Some of them looked as if they had suddenly died, dropping whatever they were carrying and falling randomly on the floor. Before going to a sub-level via an elevator, they even had to clear several of the Ministry’s employees who were crowding the lift car with their motionless bodies.
“Level B2… That’s where we are going!” Tirk said. They had already been walking up and down and through long corridors for almost ten .beats.
“We must save enough time to find our way back safely. We have twenty-five .beats maximum to do what we have to do and then we must leave as fast as we can…”
They were now facing a large door with a sign saying: “Population Control Room”. “This is it!” He said before letting Hizer type his password into the entry pad.
The white floor and ceiling emphasized the emptiness of the place. The perimeters were acting as huge multiple screen media walls showing simultaneously hundreds of small windows, each the size of a traditional computer monitor. Approaching the wall, they quickly realized those were the live transcripts of VS check-point dialogues between people and their interrogator.
“If everybody is asleep, who is asking the questions?” Thought Tylos without realizing he was talking aloud.
“This!” Responded Tirk, pointing at a large computer terminal partly embedded into the floor.
A single person control station was accessible through some mini stairs leading to a built-in chair.
“There is nobody in there at the moment… So, who is monitoring the questioning process?”
This time his question was loud and clear.
“I don’t know for certain son but it looks to me that the computer system is running the show on its own… We know for a fact that Government scientists have been working for decades on such artificial intelligence programs. I think we are contemplating the direct result of their abominable quest…”
Being a real whiz kid when it came to information technology, Viern could not resist the temptation to jump into the driving seat… Immediately after entering the console, the monitor in front of him became live.
“Welcome to the Command Center, please beware: ONLY AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ALLOWED HERE!” A message said.
Then, another instruction appeared, “Close your left eye and focus on the red dot in the center of the screen!”
The young man looked up seeking guidance from the others.
“This is a retinal scan… Drop it now! This is too much of a hard one to crack, I am afraid…” His boss said.
“Let me try!” Hizer said and added “I can access most things in this building…”
The Ministry employee then sat comfortably and focused on the target, blocking his left eye with one hand as required. Suddenly another instruction appeared: “Now, enter your password but please beware: ONLY AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ALLOWED HERE!”
Ignoring the security warning, the guard typed his usual secret word and waited… Suddenly, a strident surge amplified by sound reflectors within the cockpit came rushing through his eardrums. He felt a burning sensation like molten lava pouring into his head until his brains exploded in a loud bang, switching his mind off permanently. Despite Tirk jumping in and pulling the man up and away from the danger, the blood coming out of his ears, nose and mouth left no doubt about his condition. He was dead! “Even when they are all asleep those bastards still manage to torture and kill!” He said in frustration.
“Viern! It is time to part with the small present you brought with you in your bag…” Abiding by his boss’s instructions, the young man removed from his rucksack a device with an integrated timer.
“Ok, now program it to set off in twenty .beats from now…”
“But this leaves us very little time to get out of the building…” Viern said.
“Do as I say!”
Accordingly, the young man did exactly as he was told.
With a time bomb ticking in the heart of Unu Lando’s mind controlling hub, the group was on their way out when Tylos noticed a sign above the door of one of the rooms: “Population Database & Census”
“I must stop here!” He said simply.
The others looked at him surprised.
“You don’t seem to remember that we have just set the timer of a very large bomb…” Viern said.
“I need to do this.”
Disregarding cross comments from his peers, he went through the wide open doors... He was surprised to find a relatively small room with folding tops hinged directly onto the perimeter walls and similarly wall-mounted dropdown benches. A Ministry employee had fallen asleep on one of these reading tables. Another one had his head and torso stuck in an alcove in the corner of the room. When Tylos looked more attentively, he immediately recognized the front panel of the notorious archiving system he knew so well…
“SEMIRAMIS!” He shouted.
“Semi what?” Tirk asked.
“This is a Super Efficient Miscellaneous Items Retrieval And Management Inventorial System also known as SEMIRAMIS. This is the very same storage system, which Professor Gunker and I managed to steal the plans from at the Ministry of Construction!”
“Do you know how to operate this machine?” The Rezisto leader asked with sudden interest.
“Well, I remember it being quite a secure device with retinal scan and password… Apart from that, it is dead easy if you know the location codes of the items you are looking for…”
“You are kidding me! Do you have the faintest idea where to get the operating password and the location codes, let alone the correct retina?” The boss said rather annoyed this time.
Tylos looked at him with a slightly amused expression, “Well, I wonder if we really need any of that…”
And so he moved the Ministry employee’s body away from the control pad.
“Exactly as I thought…” He said assertively, “This guy is still logged in!”
This time, they all looked at him with glimpses of hope on their faces.
“What about the item location codes?” Viern asked, who was still against the idea of wasting any further time on something he did not have a particular interest in.
“I think I might be on a roll…” Tylos said, while removing the VS device from the sleeping operator.
To his great surprise, a menu titled “Population Database & Census – SEMIRAMIS Data Location Codes” appeared before his eyes…
“Please tell me if you want to retrieve something in particular…” He asked Tirk, who immediately responded, “I am particularly interested in finding out if there is a file on Rezisto.”
Using the program’s search function, he entered the word Rezisto. Immediately, a comprehensive list of items containing data about the dissident group appeared. The most relevant file was titled: Complete Report on Rezisto group with Suspects List – Location Code XH1TI9. He then entered the code on the control pad. The familiar noise of the robotized arm retrieving the required item indicated that it was working… An instant later, a small box containing a memory stick emerged.
“Ok, let’s get out of here now!” The leader, who had what he wanted, said.
“I need to find out one more thing but I do not want to keep you waiting. Please go and I will catch-up with you…”
Pressed by Viern who was now becoming particularly agitated, the group disappeared leaving Tylos on his own in the archive room... He then resumed his search by typing: DIVL. Unfortunately, the resulting items list was so long and so generic that he had to try something more specific. So he entered: Orphan. Unfortunately this time nothing at all came up.
“Focus! This is your last chance to find out about yourself…” He thought.
Then, a simple idea came to his mind… “Tylos1964” He simply inputted his name… This time the system displayed only one line of information: Complete Report on Tylos1964 – Location Code JP9GC2.
With the subsequently retrieved memory stick containing information about him in his pocket, he started to run as he had never done in the past. He was not even pacing himself as he usually was during his marathon training sessions. He was sprinting! Jumping fast above the Ministry’s employees still lying unconscious on the floor, he wondered how many were going to die in the explosion. Although the bomb was designed to destroy the control room only, it was difficult to predict what the shock wave would do within such a vacuumed environment. They had left all doors opened on purpose in order to facilitate their escape and it was therefore likely that the amplitude of the explosion was going to travel fast.
“What about those innocent children?” He suddenly realized.
But Tirk had already told them that the blast was only going to destroy the Population Control Room. In fact, their initial plan was to bind and handcuff Hizer with the children in the changing room and to leave him behind. He was supposed to look like one of the victims. This process would have helped the Resisto Group maintain their strategic presence at the Ministry. Unfortunately, since he had been killed and Professor Gunger had been arrested, they had no insiders left within any of the governmental agencies. They were all hoping that by destroying the head of the beast its arms would fall. But was this small white room really the only place where all the mind control and brainwashing sessions originated from? Some of these questions were still pending in his mind when he reached the body scan airlock room. At the same time, he heard familiar voices… The group was still ahead of him, just a few yards away.
“Did you manage to get what you wanted?” Tirk asked when he finally reached them. “Yeah… I think I got something…” He said out of breath.
“Great! Now let’s get out of here...”
Before entering the Ministry, Hizer had disabled the elevator in order to prevent any unwelcome visit… He had also manually entered a message that automatically appeared on the entry pad: Following an outbreak of influenza, the Ministry is temporarily closed. Since they had chosen their timing to coincide with when all the employees were supposed to be at work, the most likely visitors at this time would have been outsiders... Since the building was not usually open to the public, strong chances were that nobody would have shown up during the limited amount of time it took them to complete their operation. In order to get out they went through an emergency exit, which led to a trapdoor opening directly onto the street. Nobody seemed to have tried to get into the lift although there was no proof of it. At least, there was no one waiting and no traffic.
“We are right on schedule!” Tirk said, who was now leading his team to another close by meeting point where a runaway car was supposed to pick them up.
They had only walked a few yards when the muffled sound of an explosion, followed by a siren, broke the surrounding silence. Very strangely, the alarm signal instilled instant fear into their mind, to the point that their leader suspected immediately that there was something far more sinister than a mere crippling noise... When he started to feel his body shutting down, he understood that he was being ordered to a halt by inaudible, subliminal and hypnotic commands. Somehow, the others did not seem to be affected as much as he was. He knew that not everybody reacted to these silent injunctions in the same way. He was simply unlucky…
“Guys, I cannot get my legs to run any further…”
He then stopped and so did the group waiting for his instructions. They all knew that they were already being tracked by police forces. They had to run with or without him! As if he captured their thoughts, Tirk, who fell on his knees, told them to go.
“Before you leave, I want you guys to promise me something… Whatever happens, I want you to meet regularly with your peers and keep our cause alive! Tylos, if I do not make it, please accept the leadership burden. You have what it takes to become a great leader. Off you go now!”
Sadly, they left him alone and at the mercy of incoming troops. However, at this stage, it was crucial for them to survive… Keeping their heads down, they ran as fast as they could until they finally arrived at the pick-up point where a car was already waiting for them. One of the Rezisto men helped them in.
“What happened to Tirk?” He asked anxiously.
“He didn’t make it…” One of them said.
They escaped the scene at great speed, Viern sitting at the back, revisiting what had just happened in his mind… He clearly remembered the last few words of the man he considered as his spiritual father and then he looked jealously at his archrival…
Safely back in his home, Tylos immediately began debriefing with himself. Burying his head in a pair of cushions on his sofa, he travelled back in time remembering each and every move he had made. The vision of Hizer the guard having his brains fried reminded him of the risks he had exposed himself to, just by joining this operation. He started to hear some strange noises assimilating any usual domestic noise with some unusual and totally imaginary threats. Abruptly tossing around and looking in the direction of his front door, he thought it could be broken in at any moment by menacing troopers… He then noticed that something had fallen out of his pocket. It was the memory stick he had retrieved at the Ministry. He suddenly remembered that all the information he ever wanted to know about himself and his parents was probably stored away in this tiny piece of plastic.
“If I ever get caught, at least it will be after discovering who my parents are!” He thought while downloading the data.
His VS on, he started to read the file about him…
“ID: TYLOS1964
 PARTICULARS:
Gender: Male
Height: 5 Foot 11
Hair Colour: Black
Eyes Colour: Blue – Weight: 74 kg
BIRTH DATE: 299th Day/2064
FATHER: ANISTOR867
Deceased on 122nd Day/2068
MOTHER: TRISHEAR4589
Fugitive since 122nd Day/2068
Suspected to have fled to Terra Santa

GIRLFRIEND: LIENAR72475
Level Red Terrorist Suspect – Under Constant Surveillance
PRIMARY EDUCATION: 122nd Day/2068 to 180th Day/2071 Orphanage 123 – North Nolondo 12
SECONDARY EDUCATION: 195th Day/2071 to 180th Day/2080 Orphanage 123 – North Nolondo 12
HIGHER EDUCATION: 195th Day/2080 to 180th Day/2084
Virtual University – PhD Architecture

EMPLOYMENT: Architect – Ministry of Construction, Maintenance and Architectural Development
HOMELAND SECURITY STATUS: Level Orange Terrorist Suspect – Under Intermittent Surveillance”
Reading between the lines, Tylos had discovered several important things, the most alarming one being that the authorities were already suspecting him of being a terrorist! “What means Under Intermittent Surveillance?” He wondered.
But learning who his parents were was for him the most exciting thing he had ever found out about himself. Although there was only very little information about his father and his mother, it revealed quite a lot about them… Knowing their name was already an achievement for the young man who, raised as an orphan, had always wondered if he was not the result of IVF experimentation… It was sad to notice that his father had died, but interestingly enough, on the very same day that his wife had been accounted for as a fugitive by the authorities. Moreover, on the same 122nd Day of 2068 when his father died and his mother fled, he was sent to an orphanage before his fourth birthday. What really happened on that terrible day? He asked himself. He imagined that for some reason his parents had been involved in some sort of anti-governmental activities, which had led to his father’s death, leaving his mother no choice but to flee… But why did she have to leave him behind? There were still a lot of remaining unanswered questions…
“Where is Terra Santa anyway? It sounds like one of these Religious Enclaves, a Christian one by the sound of it…” He thought.
His mind was totally absorbed by the information he had just read about his life and parents, when suddenly, a familiar alarm started beeping… It was time for his daily checkpoint.
“But I thought we had blown up the darned thing!” He said to himself angrily…
It became unfortunately clear to him that their efforts to permanently get rid of such oppressive daily occurrences had been in vain… There must have been a back-up facility somewhere, he thought. He was about to report to the checkpoint when he realized that it was not due until another hundred .beats at least… What was that about? An early checkpoint reminder had never happened before. It was supposed to be precisely every one thousand .beats. There was obviously something very wrong this time and he had the feeling that he knew exactly what it was… In order to ascertain his position, he decided to listen to the news...
“The Department of Homeland Security has issued a statement following the terrorist attack on the Ministry of Interior HQ today. Their spokesman has reassured the public that such incident will not be repeated. One of the terrorists was killed as he was attempting to sabotage strategic assets. Thanks to the Police’s fast and immediate response, their leader was arrested while fleeing only moments after the explosion. He is currently being interrogated by Special Forces. The organization known as Rezisto is suspected to be behind this incident. The population is being asked to remain vigilant and to report anything or anyone that could be linked to these events. Moreover, terrorists who surrender to the authorities voluntarily will have their virtual prison sentence reduced by half and might even be freed earlier if they collaborate fully. This is all for now and for me. I am Macar3639 broadcasting live from the Ministry of Information Headquarters in Nolondo. Adiau (Goodbye)!”
Astounded by the news about Tirk’s capture, Tylos had decided that he was not going to respond to the checkpoint request. Hence, he had stepped up the ranks of international terrorism by becoming an official Level Red Terrorist Suspect. His first thought was to check on the others and he started by contacting Viern.
“Have you heard the news?” He asked after his comrade picked up the call.
“Yeah sort of… Where are you calling from?”
“What do you mean sort of? We are talking about Tirk here! I thought you two were pretty good friends…”
“You mean he tricked me to believe we were! In fact now it is clear he only used me exactly like he did with the others. We were all very gullible young people who were easy prey for the cynical minds of our great leaders. Don’t you see that we have been deluded? Where are you anyway?”
His speech didn’t make sense. He was talking as if he had been reading out loud. “What’s up with you? You seem very strange to me. I just wanted to talk to someone about this terrible ordeal…”
This time Viern became suddenly very amiable, “My dear friend, I am thankful to you for choosing me as someone to chat with but I think we should have this conversation face-to-face. The lines are no longer secure. What about if I come to yours? You are at home aren’t you?”
Tylos found his attitude totally bizarre. First and foremost being called “dear friend” by someone who had always been openly jealous was odd, but the fact that he kept on asking his location was somewhat alarming. A growing sense of danger started suddenly to tingle the back of his neck, and without warning he hung up in the middle of their conversation. One or two .beats later, his VS started to bleep again. It was probably Viern. It could also be someone else... At this stage what was sure was that it was the enemy calling. He grabbed quickly anything he could think of: some food, some clothes, a pocket knife and a bag. And he ran away from his flat, leaving behind all his souvenirs, his desires and ambitions, his career and his buzzing VS device…
He anticipated finding secret police on his door step but luckily the way was clear. As soon as he walked around the corner block though, he heard a police car siren and soon another one, until it was obvious that troops had been sent to find him. Like a tracked animal, he started running. He was heading towards the country park where he used to practice all sorts of virtual sports. He felt it was the best place to hide for a while. Thanks to the summery weather, it was not going to be too hard to stay outdoors overnight. He had no other choice anyway… Viern who had always been jealous of him since his relationship with Lienar was probably the one who had grassed him up.
“I remember the look on his face when Tirk transferred the leadership role to me! He was so upset he could have killed me…” He thought.
However, it could also have been Professor Gunker or even Tirk himself who could have denounced him. Unu Lando’s scientists were notoriously known to have the capabilities of extracting information from anyone and at anytime, even if they were dead… So at this stage, they probably had enough knowledge about Rezisto to dismantle the entire network. The cause had already died! Going through the gate with his rucksack and his sport outfit, Tylos looked like a regular jogger. As soon as he reached the path through the woods he began to slow down. This area was covered with trees and bushes and he knew each and every corner of it. There were plenty of places to hide. While the police could locate anyone anywhere when they carried their VS device through the principles of triangulation, finding someone without it in a dense wood was not so easy. Using thermo-imaging techniques they were able to trace somebody’s steps for a few hundred yards but after some time a fugitive’s heat spectrum faded… Under the forest canopy, helicopters were no threat either. The only possible thing would have been dogs, but yet again, the scent of rubber soles on a hard street surface was not strong enough to sustain a chase. He was safe! Sitting comfortably on a bed of leaves by a brook, he let his mind wander… What was going to be his next move? One thing was absolutely certain: he had nothing to lose but his life. His career was over. He had no house and no means to cover his basic needs. He was a total destitute… Giving himself up was not an option either. He did not fancy a lobotomy… The more he thought, the more he realized how stuck he was. Suddenly, thinking of Lienar, tears came cascading down his eyelids, gushing through the valley over his cheekbones. The cold feeling of the pouring liquid over his face turned into salty brine in his mouth.
* * *

Chapter IV: Evanescence of a Rebellious Pawn
As most buildings in Unu Lando, Nolondo’s Geological Society Headquarters was built underground. When sitting at her desk, Lienar was fortunate enough to be right beneath a large skylight, which gave her the impression of being linked with nature. A cold spell coming down from the North East had clashed with the warm summery air blowing from Southern Europe, and it had resulted in a violent storm. She could see and hear the rain falling like the spears of an invisible army crashing onto the window. She felt compelled to walk outside in order to let the force of the elements take her far away from it all. Anytime now, her husband was going to get her blood test results and through these would know that she had been using contraception. Her chances to get out of this situation unscathed were very slim. In fact, she was probably going to be placed under a special therapy program, which, depending on how bad her condition was judged to be, could result in having a lobotomy. It was the end of her shift and she was wondering what was awaiting her at home. Escaping was not even on the cards. She had nowhere to go.
“Maybe today you will take the opportunity to have a ride in my taxi Lienar! You know, I pass right in front of your block every day when I go home...” One of her colleagues had suggested kindly.



“Thank you but I prefer to walk...”
“Walking in these conditions is suicidal! But if this is what you want, I won’t insist...” As soon as she walked out of the building, she immediately regretted not accepting the offer. It was a windy and stormy evening with thundery lightening at the horizon. After all, maybe she was going to die, she thought. She always followed the same route through a small square where she sometimes stopped, sitting on a bench before heading back towards home and resuming her dreary life. Stopping under these weather conditions was out of the question and she walked through the park without noticing a tall man with a long coat and a hat sheltering under a tree. As soon as she passed in front of him, he moved swiftly towards her and grabbed her left arm. The brute force took her totally by surprise and her entire body swung back, grazing her knee badly as she fell down... In an attempt to recover from the initial shock, she took a deep breath, ready to run for her life, but the man did not let his grip wither. In fact using his other hand he pulled her up so that she could see his face.
“Mierk!” She said, flabbergasted.
“Yes it’s me! Mierk, your husband...”
“What are you doing to me?” She cried while he was still clenching her energetically.
“I got your lab results honey... Don’t you ask me what they found?”
She already knew that he had discovered her secret before he had even shown up.
“All right! You know I do not want to have children with you... So you are going to kill me... It that it?”
Mierk did not like her or as a matter of fact anyone attempting to challenge him in any manner.
“Kill you? Why not?” He said and he slowly but surely moved his hands towards her throat...
She kicked his legs and punched his chest, but the giant did not even glitch, as if he was not feeling the blows. On the contrary, her struggle aroused his cruel and sadistic inclinations. He particularly enjoyed the feeling of having the power to kill her if he wanted to. If he did, he could always tell his superiors that he was only trying to defend himself. The bruises on his shins and torso would easily condone this theory. As he pressed harder on her carotid, she felt the pain in her neck grow stronger. She then tried to breathe... Unfortunately her gasp fell short of air and she realized that unless some miracle was suddenly going to occur she was going to pass out.
“Save your energy and die in peace!” She finally thought, letting her arms and legs go numb.
She closed her eyes and everything went black. Mierk felt that her entire body was all of a sudden motionless.
“Die!” He mentally wished when his well-trained sixth sense made him aware of something or someone coming towards him at great speed.
Out of the corner of his eye, he perceived the motion of a man wielding a large stick at him. He automatically loosened his grip around his wife’s neck and ducked down just in time to avoid the blow. Seeing Lienar being brutally strangled had made Tylos totally mad. After fleeing from his police ridden flat and spending a sleepless night in the woods, he had plenty of time to plan his next move. Reuniting with his beloved virtual mistress was his primary goal. He knew she was under permanent surveillance and approaching her without raising the attention of onlookers was a difficult task. He had been waiting behind a bush near her place of work for a good part of the day until he had spotted her svelte figure and her shiny red hair as she was leaving the building. He had followed her discretely for a while until she had reached the small square where she was now lying unconscious. After entering the park, everything had gone so incredibly fast... A large man had jumped across her path and had started a heated discussion. In order not to be seen, Tylos had dodged behind a tree waiting for a quieter moment to approach her. But the scene before his eyes had rapidly turned into a violent encounter. When he saw the man’s hands reaching for her neck, he reacted instinctively and grabbed the largest stick he could find. He then sprinted towards the battling couple as fast as he could but he was quite a few yards away when he noticed that Lienar’s arms and legs had given way.
“Murderer!” He thought preparing to hit the man’s head with all his might. Unfortunately, his target crouched down and his swing went amiss. Trained in all sorts of close combat techniques, Mierk used the force of his opponent’s kinetic energy to pull him over his shoulder and threw him onto the floor.
“Damn! I missed...” Tylos had thought whilst missing his target. He then felt two immensely strong fists clawing parts of his body and tossing him around like a feather. He fell flat on his back and it took him a little while to recover. Unfortunately, before he could stand up again, his assailant had jumped on him, pushing his knee forward. Receiving the full blow on his chest, all the air in his lungs instantly escaped, and the weight squashing him kept him pinned down to the ground. He tried to inhale but his survival reflex fell short as the killer’s thumbs began to crush his Adam’s apple... The pain was so strong that he thought of dying. He knew at this stage that he would never overcome the beastly force, which was systematically and clinically killing him. He looked straight into the man’s eyes for a last time before preparing his soul to die. Blue, piercing, cold and cruel was all he could perceive at that instant in the killer’s gaze, until his pupils became suddenly dilated. His assailant’s expression changed from an emotionless stance to utter surprise.
“Is this awe or intense joy?” Was the last thought Tylos had before feeling his senses shut down.
However, at that precise moment, the pressure releasing around his neck and on his chest flared up into his mind. A loud thud followed and a vision: blue sky, tree leaves and the angelical expression on Lienar’s crying face... As Mierk had let her down in order to assault his rival, she had also gone through several pain and consciousness thresholds. Once lucid again, faced with the prospect of her lover being brutally murdered, she had picked up a stick lying on the ground and with it, she had hit the back of her husband’s head as hard as she possibly could.
“This is for all those nights of feeling your disgusting breathing on my neck...” She had thought whilst clubbing his skull, which shattered into a pulp upon impact.
With part of his brain scattered all around the place, Mierk was irrevocably dead. From being illegal lovers to becoming members of a terrorist group, they were now stepping into new territories: the realm of wanted killers. They both knew they had reached the point of no return. After stealing the victim’s VS device, they disposed of his body in the best way they could behind a bush, and covered it with dead leaves. Even if he was found immediately, by the time his dental records would reveal his identity and current address, they would have already fled the area... They decided to go to her nearby flat in order to formulate a plan. Not a word was said between them from the park to the building. They remained silent until she opened the front door and let her guest in. Tylos opened his mouth in order to say something but she immediately put a finger on his lips, pointing with the other hand at the walls, and then at her ear. She was certain that her flat was laden with microphone bugs, listening to each and every word they said. She caressed his mouth and his neck and kissed him passionately.
“You taste like strawberries!” He thought whilst embracing his lover.
She took him by the hand and guided him silently into her bedroom, where she made love to him whole heartedly. They spent the rest of the evening whispering under the privacy of her bed sheets...
“So you think your mother is still alive?” She said.
“Yes... And whether she is or not does not make any difference... We must leave Unu Lando! Today.”
She knew he was right. Although leaving her beloved parents behind was not a prospect she was looking for, staying in a country where she would have to live under the constant threat of being captured or even killed was not an option. She sighed, “All right then... Let’s go!”
All of a sudden, a feeling of emptiness and fear came to Tylos’ mind.
“Where? How?” He wondered, but before he could think of anything else, she answered his question as if she had read his mind, “Let’s sleep at my parents’ house tonight... Their place is not yet under surveillance and I will be able to use their VS in order to contact some of my friends. If you want to travel to where your mum lives, we need fake identities, a couple of VS devices, some food, and a list of trustworthy contacts in each and every city between here and the border... My friends will get us all that by tomorrow morning!”
He looked at her with a slight grin... “Not until the morning? So, how are we going to occupy ourselves for the entire night?”
This time, he endeavoured to be totally in control of their impending love-making.
In order to avoid being tracked by the police from her flat to her parents’ location, she left her VS behind and instead used Mierk’s to book a taxi. Soon after departing and as they were driving along the river bank, she threw her late husband’s device through the window. Even with GPS built-in capabilities, finding such a small item in deep and murky waters was not going to be an easy task. In fact, it was doubtful if it were ever recovered again. The rest of the journey was eventless and they finally arrived when it was almost dark.
“Lienar! What the hell is happening?” Her mother shouted through the intercom system, after realising who it was...
“Forgive my language but I have not heard from you since I last saw you in that mall... I have been extremely worried!”
The old woman hugged her daughter and started crying.
“Come in quickly and close the door behind you!” Her father said to Tylos.
Her old man had immediately sensed that something was not right...
“Where is your silverback gorilla of a husband?” He asked.
“He is dead.” She said, almost nonchalantly.
“And who is he?” Her mum anxiously asked, pointing at Tylos.
“This is my lover!”
It was a lot of information for her parents to digest in one shot, before they even sat down.
“All right, I’d better put the kettle on...” The old lady said, on her way to the kitchen. Although they already knew that her marriage was on the rocks and that she was a suspected terrorist, they had secretly hoped that her situation would have somehow settled down. Unfortunately, it had worsened...
“A murder suspect now... Do you know what this means?” Her dad asked, in disbelief. “As soon as they discover the body, an inquiry will begin and you will have one of those relentless detectives assigned to track you down. These people are not even human! Rumours say that they are half men, half robots... Nobody has ever escaped alive. I wonder if it would not have been better for all of us if you had settled down with your monkey...”
“Oh, stop being so selfish, you old fool! It’s your daughter you are talking about here... Do you understand what ordeal life has forced her to go through, night after night, over the past three months? Rape! And that’s what you wish her to have endured even longer? I sometimes wonder whether it is just the lack of compassion or possibly the lack of intelligence as well that makes you men so different from us women...” Her mother said, angrily.
This strong reflection prompted everybody to be quiet for a while until Lienar broke the silence and started telling everyone, including Tylos, her story... She began sharing all the horrific details of her married life, from the very first day she had met her husband to his last breath... Her story was so poignant that everyone including Tylos listened and cried, realizing suddenly through her how terribly unfair the forced marriage system was for young women.
“Sorry for being so insensitive earlier on, Darling... I think your mum summarized pretty well how differently minded we, men, are. Anyway, what’s your immediate plan?” Her father asked.
“We must leave, dad!” She said, with tears in her eyes.
“I know, Darling! I know...” He simply said, sadly.
“We are going to Terra Santa in order to find my mother!” Tylos said, who had not spoken since their arrival.
“Terra Santa? That brings back some memories...” Responded the old man, opening the trapdoor of an underground storage compartment at the same time...
He went down to his cellar and came back a moment later with a shabby old book. “This will mean nothing to you two, as you were born with a VS device attached to your head... But for an old man like me, this atlas was the only way I had to travel for miles without even moving from my chair...”
They all sat around him and watched attentively how the geopolitical map had changed over the past fifty years. It first showed Europe and Africa before the Religious Exodus in 2040 and then the subsequent maps of Unu Lando and of Islam United after the regionalisation era.
“There it is! Terra Santa...” Lienar’s father said after locating their destination in the most up-to-date pages. He then looked for its “old” name in the pre-Religious-Exodus section.
“La Palma in the Canary Islands!” He said, almost talking to himself, “I remember hearing a lot about this place when I was a teenager... A lot of people fled Unu Lando to go there during the unification. For some reason most of the dissidents fighting against the new regime decided to dwell in this tiny island. I remember its name echoing with rebellion and freedom... This place had reached cult status amongst those like us who were trapped here and who had no other choice but to follow the system... La Palma... Well, I never.”
They then studied the map carefully, deciding on the most secure and direct route, which was to go initially to Paris. From there, they would be heading further South towards Spain and would continue their journey until the port of Tarfaya in Morocco, where they would finally take a boat to the Canary Islands. It was of course easier said than done and their intended journey did not take into account any unexpected change of plan, which, considering their fugitive status, was likely to happen. One sure thing was that they were on their way to Paris! The ultra-fast train service linking Nolondo to the French Capital was one of the best examples of all past technological advancements. The complete trip was taking less than fifty .beats, which was roughly the same time required to travel by plane when civil aviation was still operating. Without the need to travel to and from an airport, and with substantial energy efficiency benefits, super fast trains were the only possible choice when it came to long distance travel inside Unu Lando.
“How will you get the travel credit?” Lienar’s mother asked.
“This is where my good friend Gerghear comes in handy... Please give me your VS. I need it to contact her right now...”
The young woman took her mum’s device and went into the privacy of her bedroom to make her call.
“Thank God you are alive!” Her favourite Rezisto support contact person said and added, “Since you asked me to arrange for your contraceptives I have not heard anything from you and with what has happened to our group I thought you’d be one of the casualties...”
“Obviously you are not one either!” Lienar said, who was also very pleased to find out that the Government had not yet managed to dismantle the entire network. She asked if she had some news about Tirk, but since his arrest no one knew where he was nor if he was even alive.
“All we know is that, since his capture, most of our secret locations and depots have been busted by never-ending police raids... Several of our brothers and sisters have been arrested as well. Frankly speaking, you are very lucky to find me at this address. I was planning to disappear for a while until things calm down a bit. So, what can I do for you today? Will it be an abortion kit this time?” She laughed.
“That’s not funny! My husband is dead... I have killed him.”
Gerghear’s facial expression changed immediately to a worrying frown.
“What happened?” She asked.
After hearing the complete story from the young fugitive, she looked at her and smiled. “My, my... I know that you have suffered in the hands of that brute but what a romantic story! Escaping with your lover... I envy you! So, changing your identities is something I can easily arrange. Arranging travel credit for both of you is a bit more tricky but manageable. What is now probably impossible I guess is to give you a list of contacts that will still be reliable by the time you reach them... With the current clamp-down on Rezisto, the best I can do is to give you somebody’s name in Paris to start with. From there you’ll have to take your chances...”
After discussing the remaining details of their escape plan, the two women agreed to meet again near the train station in the morning.
“All is sorted!” She said simply to her family after returning to the living room. Although it was reassuring to hear what great support they were getting, this only meant one certain thing to her parents: their daughter was leaving for good! Although it was pretty late already, they ate a last supper made with fresh garden vegetables and cheese that tasted much better than any of the processed food they were used to. Despite their full tummies and a comfortable makeshift bed lovingly prepared by the girl’s mum, the two lovers could not find any sleep that night. They kept on hearing strange noises, and steps and commotion outside of the front door, as if troops were preparing to assault the place... At the crack of dawn, when the first ray of sun passed through some woolly clouds and finally made its way through their apartment’s skylight, they had just managed to fall asleep. When the parents woke them up in the morning, they felt their energy levels were at their lowest. Eating eggs for breakfast helped them regain some of their missing strength.
“It’s time to go.” Her dad said, not containing his contagious tears, which ended up pouring down everyone’s faces, “Here is some good homemade food, which will keep for several days. Make sure you eat it all! It has special properties that you will hopefully appreciate during your trip. I will say no more...”
Although what her father had said did not make any sense, she smiled and thanked him for everything he had done, “Thank you daddy! I love you so much... We will meet again. This is the beginning and not the end...”
They hugged until the taxi they had booked arrived.
 

Lienar looked at her parents for the last time as the car pulled away in the morning mist. Her red eyes were tearless but she felt her heart bleeding. Somehow, she knew that if they ever met again it would be in dreams...
When their taxi finally reached the agreed upon meeting point near the station, she immediately noticed her friend Gerghear who was wearing a long black cloack, complimenting her tall and slender figure. She was bang on time as usual and had turned up on foot by herself. Her short platinum blond hair, big blue eyes and plump lips made an immediate effect on Tylos who thought she was very attractive...
“Saluton Lienar! So, this is the reason behind all your trouble? I don’t blame you... He is really cute!” The Rezisto support team girl said, giving him a raunchy smile that made him blush slightly.
“Steady you two! Let’s get down to business if you don’t mind...” His jealous lover said, not willing to witness any further innuendo even in jest.
“Unfortunately, I couldn’t get a married couple set of identities, so I am afraid you’ll have to sleep in separate rooms. What a shame...”
She sighed looking at him again.
“Enough! What about the travel credit?” Lienar asked, who was not in the mood for any more of this banter.
She was being pragmatic, knowing already that travelling as a non married couple was not an ideal situation and could be very tricky in the ultra conservative Unu Lando. According to the land’s rules they had to be over twenty to travel without a guardian or parent and therefore were supposed to be married. Travelling was usually a privilege for families and honeymooners. It was really odd for two married people of the opposite sex to travel together without their respective spouses... Although adultery was not totally illegal it was considered as anti-social behaviour, which in most cases resulted in treatment. Accordingly, their “abnormal” status could hinder their safety as it was the norm for people to report to the authorities anything perceived to be outside of the morality threshold. Gerghear who seemed to have thought of everything answered assertively, “If anyone asks, you will be travelling officially as musicians joining the philharmonic orchestra in Paris. Before giving you further instructions, we need to recalibrate these new VS devices and insert your new profile... Please put these things on now! Blue like me for the young man and green for you, tiger...”
She handed each of them a pair of contact lenses. They were specifically designed by scientists to match exactly the retinal pattern of people whose identities had been recycled. The Rezisto group had infiltrated some of the nation’s busiest hospitals. Hence, they managed to smuggle some of the identities and VS devices belonging to deceased people.
“Use a drop of this solution in each eye before putting them on... Come on we don’t have much time!”
Thus, they both did exactly as they were told. It was a bit uncomfortable to start with, but they soon got used to it.
“All right! Now before putting your VS on, you must memorize your personal details...” She gave each of them a small card with their respective data files. Tylos was the first to try his new VS. As soon as he put it on the device lit up and automatically began to run an ID check, which he followed step by step.
“Utrex29926, 197th Day/2061...” He answered when prompted to give his name and birth date.
“Badatear735, 345th Day/2063...” She said when it was her turn...
The system completed the procedure by scanning their enhanced retinas and everything went as per plan with no glitch at all! They had successfully stepped into somebody else’s shoes.
“Almost set... Now before I forget, you need not worry about your daily checkpoints... Those VS devices are supposed to handle that sort of stuff automatically. It has a built-in program that takes over the questioning session on your behalf. It’s new but I was told it works perfectly well... The rest is all normal. Your travel credit is sufficient to cover all your needs including food, taxi fares and even lodging... Unfortunately, we were not able to get you enough credit to travel further than Paris. I am afraid you will need to ask our French network to help you travel further South... When you arrive, find your way to the Parc Montsouris. The easiest way is to use underground transportation which will get you there in no time. Once there, your device is pre-programmed to guide you to your meeting point, which is Salle Z in the Catacombs... A secret entrance exists right under the park in a disused railway line tunnel. I am told that you should look at [sic] a black cat...”
“A black cat? You’ve got to be kidding...” Lienar said, not sure at all about this plan. “Sorry dear but this is all the information I received from my French counterpart. Security firewalls I am afraid... Whatever it means, you are supposed to find err... a black cat... I am sure it will make sense when you see it!”
They hugged the blond girl one after each other before leaving towards the station.
“I hope that if we are going to spend the rest of our lives together you are not going to watch each and every girl you meet in the same way you watched Gerghear...Your eyes looked like they were going to pop out!”
The station’s huge metallic structure was clad with glass, giving the impression of being in the clouds. Suspended planters garnished with gigantic ferns accentuated the natural environment ethos. As soon as they entered inside the building, their respective VS’s started to bleep. It was the official virtual travel guide greeting them and directing them to their required platform. Their train was already waiting when they arrived. Operating on four tracks in order to increase its traction power and stability, the huge vehicle looked wider than tall. The solar panels on its roof top and the wind turbines partly concealed in its lateral gills gave to this means of transportation its unique appearance, which was the pride and joy of Unu Lando’s rulers. They boarded almost immediately, avoiding the risks of bumping into random police checks, which often occurred in such public locations. Travelling as a pair did not give them the option of traveling in a private compartment, which was only available for larger parties. Instead, they chose to sit on the high stool chairs in front of the continuous counter top adjacent to the windows. They could have sat more comfortably in an armchair but that would have meant facing other people as they were arranged in groups of six and eight-seater lounge areas. They looked around in order to assess how safe the place was and, as other travellers started to fill their compartment, they started to feel a bit more at ease. It was easier to blend in a crowd... The train started to move slowly and, surprisingly, it was very quiet. Without realizing it, they soon reached their cruising speed, which was so fast that it became difficult to focus on the passing countryside. The roaring sound of wind turbines rotating at full speed created the perfect white noise to cover their conversation.
“How do you feel?” He asked his girlfriend kindly.
“To be honest, I feel terribly sad to have left my parents, but at the same time, I am extremely happy and excited to be with you, even as Rezisto fugitives...”
“Don’t mention that word so loud! There could be some speech recognition systems in place, designed to spot keywords such as this one.” He said, rather sharply.
His outburst prompted a few people to raise their eyebrow and give him a nasty look. Arguing in public was not part of Unu Lando’s code of conduct. An attendant with a food trolley all of a sudden appeared out of nowhere...
“Kompleta suko! Food and drinks!” He shouted.
“Are you hungry? Shall I get something to eat?” He asked.
Suddenly remembering that her mother had given them some of her homemade food, Lienar started to smile.
“You have forgotten that my mum has prepared something just for us! I don’t want any of their processed poison...”
She opened her bag to find a thoughtfully prepared lunch box. She found some garden vegetables and something rarely available: boiled eggs! They both started to munch on some crunchy celery sticks, enjoying the sensation of eating fresh food. Possibly less complete and nutritive than their usual ready-made mixed food, eating ingredients one at the time was a totally new experience for them.
“It’s like comparing a virtual and a real kiss...” She said to him, making an analogy between the pleasures of the flesh.
“I am thirsty!” He said after finishing his meal.
She found a bottle of homemade apple juice in the box and let him have the first taste. “Did you know that apples are also known as the forbidden fruits? Have you ever heard about the story of Adam and Eve?”
When he responded that he had never heard about the Biblical story, she laughed, “You have so much to learn, my darling...”
She plunged her hand into her bag again, hoping to find some more goodies but her fingers fell on something hard and heavy... She grabbed the item in her hand and found a strangely shaped package. Hoping to find some rare treat, she slowly removed the wrapping material used to protect its content. When she finally realized what it was, her facial expression changed to utter surprise.
“What are they?” Tylos asked, who could not make do with what he was looking at: shiny metal disks...
“These are my dad’s Gold Sovereigns coins!” She said overexcited.
“Gold coins?” He asked, completely astonished.
Tylos had only a vague idea about such things, which were no longer in use in Unu Lando... His institutional upbringing had prevented him from acquiring a certain type of collective knowledge that was often taken for granted by people who had been raised by their parents. For example, he had no idea about religion... Hearing Lienar telling him the story of Adam and Eve had made him realize how much he had missed in his short life.
“What can we do with this gold?” He said rather loudly.
“Shush! Nobody should hear about this... In other parts of the World, gold is still considered to be the most valuable thing. We could probably buy a house, a car and everything else we need with those coins...”
During the rest of their train journey, she took the opportunity to discuss other topics with him as well as issues he had absolutely no idea about. Together, they explored various religious concepts, some fairy tales and all sorts of beautiful stories filled with the same hope and ambition that had always been amongst the missing ingredients in the repressed education he had received.
“Saluton passengers! This is the driver speaking... We are approaching the Chunnel. For your information, it was built ninety years ago and it remains to this date the fastest route between Britain and the Continent. Enjoy your trip!”
It was amazing to think about the superhuman work of the many thousands who had contributed to this giant project, thought Tylos. It was one of the most important landmarks in Twentieth Century’s Europe, demonstrating its technological superiority. The crossing went smoothly without anything to see apart from dark surroundings. It was better to avoid thinking about the millions of cubic feet of water above them. They felt happy when the outside light on the French side greeted them. The scenery was no different than before entering the tunnel in England. France looked similarly rural. They talked so much during the rest of the journey that they did not notice when the surroundings changed from countryside to urban areas. It is Tylos’ architectural flair that suddenly prompted him to realize that they had entered a totally different environment. They had arrived at the city’s borders. Since the nationwide architectural overhaul in the mid 2040’s, Unu Lando’s Government had demolished most of the 1950’s high rise monstrosities that used to plague the Parisian suburbs. The subsequent underground rehabilitation program had left this area of Paris looking rather wonderful. This was a perfect example of how environmentalism could be harmoniously integrated within modern urban environments... On an architectural point of view, the results were mind blowing! Even though the surroundings were covered with trees, grassland and parks, intertwined streets and sheer car and pedestrian traffic announced the outskirt of a large agglomeration. From his train window, Tylos, who was looking westwards, was suddenly able to perceive the Sacré-Cœur building. The old basilica had famously been reconverted into a massive gymnasium, tending to the tens of thousands of people living in the area. Norda Stacio was the name of the station. Not particularly different than the one they had left behind in Nolondo, it was a busy crowded area used by hundreds of thousands of commuters every day.
“According to our instructions, we should now use the underground transportation service to reach our final destination: the Parc Montsouris.” Lienar said, immediately noticing that what she had just said did not seem to sit well with her boyfriend...
He frowned, unexpectedly, “Darling, we are in the City of Lights... This was the first location in Europe to use gas lamps to light up its streets, hence its famous nickname. You cannot ask me to travel underground and to consequently miss such an architectural feast... We have got loads of travel credit after all, so let’s use it!”
Amused by and leaning towards his romantic side, she conceded without a fight. Thus, they booked a private automated taxi and opted for the touristic guided tour. Along the way, they watched and listened to the story of beautiful monuments and buildings. Sitting together at the back, they felt happily in love.
“On your left side you can see now the Pompidou Centre, which was built in 1977 in order to house the largest modern art museum in Europe...” The automated voice said. Since their city Nolondo was mainly built underground and since its Southern suburbs, formally harbouring the city of London, were either flooded or destroyed, they were not used to see such marvels. Amongst some of the famous buildings, the Châtelet Theatre and the Conciergerie impressed both of the young lovers. While crossing the river Seine, they noticed in the background the iconic structure that to this day was still giving its heartbeat to the French Capital...
“The Eifel Tower!” He shouted.
Overwhelmed by so many beautiful things to see, the couple almost forgot the reason why they were there in the first place. Their young minds, deprived of similar splendour in their own city, found it difficult to cope with the lavish scenery unveiling before their eyes. Why had Unu Lando’s leaders chosen to focus only on architectural efficiency rather than aesthetics? This was a total mystery to Tylos. In the face of these edifices, one could see the reflexion of an era where the arts were an inherent part of a nation’s advancement.
“What have we done?” Lienar asked out loud after taking a glance at the Gothic Notre Dame Cathedral for the first time...
As they were totally in awe of their surroundings, the vision of a world where people were free to live their lives exactly as they wanted filled their minds. By the time, they reached the entrance of the Parc Montsouris, they were tearful. Immediately after their taxi stopped, their VS device, seemingly operating on its own accord, started to guide them to the entrance of the catacombs. They had already walked through the park for while when they reached an abandoned railway line called La Petite Ceinture. Climbing down the steep banks that led to the tracks was difficult enough. Unfortunately, the unexpected directions led them through a long, dark tunnel. As a result, they felt compelled to use their VS built-in night vision capabilities in order to navigate safely through such a labyrinth. They passed through a wet shaft, climbing down rusted ladder steps until they reached a sandy path, which they followed, going around several meanders. It was physically demanding as they were obliged to walk with their heads down due to the extremely low ceiling height. The fear of being in such a gloomy location made the journey even more difficult. They were in the belly of Paris! Anything could have happened to them and no one would have ever known about it. Without their VS guiding them through this maze, they would have been lost after the first intersection. The main path kept on bifurcating, splitting into more than one direction. Just for fun, they once decided to take the wrong direction on purpose. They were willing to find out where it led. Their growing sense of curiosity got them excited. It was scary but thrilling at the same time. There were a lot of graffiti written on the walls. They were following the signs to The Black Hole (Le Trou Noir), wondering what they were going to find at the other end.
“Maybe we should have stayed on the main path... But this is so fun!” Lienar said, who was leading the way towards the unknown. Tylos was walking straight behind her and was not able to see much further ahead as she blocked his view with her lovely derriere... They were both walking at a pretty fast pace when she stopped so suddenly that he almost bumped straight into her.
“What on Earth happened?” He asked anxiously.
“Move back please!” She sounded terrified.
He pushed her aside in order to see what she was scared of.
“What is this? Is it a well?” He asked, horrified by the thought that they could have fallen straight into it...
A bit shaken by this incident, they returned to the main path and never attempted again to venture away from it. There were sick people out there who used to lure unsuspecting visitors into such hazards. They had to be cautious. Some arrows began to point towards the Salle Z, their objective... They walked for a while until they finally reached their destination, recognizing the place immediately... Compared to the narrow passage that led there, it was huge! The ceiling height was over ten feet. Some of the walls were carved straight out of natural stone and others, dating from the Roman times, were arched and made from cobblestones.
“So, where are we supposed to find the darn cat, let alone a black one?” She said rather angrily.
It was very difficult to notice anything amidst the busy frescos of graffiti, which seemed to cover each and every square inch of the cave. Some of these doodles were insignificant scribbles but others were real art forms reflecting the long gone Postmodern Era when they were at their fashionable peak.
“If ever there was a wild animal in this room, it would have escaped by now through any of these open galleries...” He said.
“Tylos you are so naive sometimes... Surely you are not expecting a live pussycat, are you? Of course, it has to be a sign or a drawing of some sort. Look around... It has to be somewhere on these walls!”
Unfortunately, despite their night vision goggles, spotting a black cat amongst other graffiti was far from easy. In order to save time, they decided to split and started to cover two opposite areas simultaneously. Lienar felt a chill in her spine. Some of the slogans had definite Satanist connotations. Although she had never attended formal religious education classes, her parents had briefed her about the old traditions. Devil worshiping had always been something fascinating to her...
“So deviant...” She thought, looking at the depiction of a horned Lucifer with an enormous penis.
On his side, Tylos had found an interesting trail of anarchist propaganda, which was rife prior to Unu Lando’s unification. Although most of it was written in French, which he did not understand, he had recognized its universally known symbol: the circled A.
“I think I found something!” Lienar called suddenly.
He quickly arrived behind her and, as his eyes began to adjust and to focus on the intricate drawings, he noticed a simple black chalk illustration of a cat.
“Is that it then?” He asked rather disappointed.
There was nothing particular about it.
“I guess that is indeed what we are supposed to find... But now that we have found it, what shall we do? Wait?”
After deliberating for a while, they finally agreed to sit quietly in the dark near the graffiti. Something was bound to happen. It was for sure the correct spot but unfortunately, the meeting time had never been fixed.
“Can you believe that, back in those days when Unu Lando was not yet on the drawing board, people were able to worship any god they liked, have sex with anyone they pleased and eat whatever they fancied... The very same people who should have rejoiced about their quasi unlimited level of freedom, still came into these caves and rebelled against society. It seems that man makes a habit of always wanting something he doesn’t have. Look at us for example... We had good jobs, nice houses and a very well planned life ahead of us. What went wrong?” She asked, encouraged to be thoughtful by her obscure surroundings.
“I think you are slightly harsh with yourself... Although our destiny was clearly laid in front of us, we had absolutely no autonomy. We had no control whatsoever over our respective fates. Our Government plans people’s life, including who they are supposed to marry and how many children they’ll have. Existence becomes a jail sentence. It lacks the magic spark of random occurrences and impromptu encounters...” He said, very thoughtful.
They sat with their back against the black cat for a long time, letting their minds wander freely, talking about things they never thought of discussing with anyone before. It was pure intellectual bliss! After a while, they realized that they had lost track of time. “Can you believe we have been in this place for almost a hundred .beats?”
“Time flies quickly when you are enjoying yourself.” She replied.
“We cannot possibly wait here the whole night...” He said, becoming rather impatient. “Well, what else are we supposed to do?” She said, rather desperately.
“Cannot you contact Gerghear and ask her what’s going on?”
“It is too risky. With Nolondo network’s dismantlement, she could very well be under surveillance as well... We could be busted just by contacting her! She clearly said that we have to look for a black cat...”
She did not finish her sentence as Tylos interrupted her abruptly, “I remember now... She actually told us to look at it and not for it... Let’s have a thorough look this time!” Thus, he scrutinized each and every square inch of the drawing. His face was so close to it that he almost touched the wall with his nose. They both bumped each other, looking at the cat’s tail area... A barely visible sequence of letters and numbers was cleverly intertwined with the design.
“Coordinates!” They both said at the same time.
Their meeting was supposed to be virtual after all... Without waiting a moment longer, they orally entered the digits through their VS...
“Saluton Lienar! We were expecting you and your friend...” Tarkel, their contact person in the French branch of the Rezisto group, said.
He was very helpful and, before discussing their plans any further, he gave them directions to an empty flat nearby, where he said they could reside as long as they wanted... After terminating their communication with the Frenchman, they both felt reassured by the great level of help they were getting through him. They quickly found their way out, eager to be safe in the comfort of the hideaway apartment. Even though it was already very dark outside, when they emerged outside of the Catacombs, it felt as if the entire place had lit up with ramps of giant floodlights. The stars and the full moon were enough to give this illusion, and to hurt their tired eyes. Nevertheless, they managed to reach their destination in one piece. Their identities had already been keyed into the intercom system. Accordingly, it let them walk through the front door without question. An average height, medium build man in his late forties was waiting for them in the living room...
“Glad to see you’ve made it!” Tarkel said.
It was a pleasant surprise for the couple to be greeted by him personally. They instantly felt at ease. Not only was this a beautiful place, but it was also very well stocked with food and drinks. The renowned French hospitality had met and surpassed all their expectations. A bottle of wine was proudly standing on the coffee table with two glasses.
“By the way you are looking at it I judge you are connoisseurs... Well, this is my personal welcoming gift to you. This city was once the most romantic place on Earth. Young couples like you used to come from all over the World to indulge in various pleasures. Drinking wine is one of the oldest forms of enjoyment. In France in particular, this has become an art. My family had been working the land for ten generations producing one of the best wines in the Loire Valley when the ban on alcohol was enforced. I was only a small child but I will always remember how my father reacted when he heard the news. He died of a heart attack in relative poverty just a few years later, leaving my mother alone with my four sisters and me. This was a long time ago but, somehow, the feeling of being betrayed by our Government is still as strong in my heart as on the day when my father passed away. I was seven years old. Today my family’s vineyard, which has been converted into a fruit farm, belongs to the State. Luckily, some of my relatives still work there and we manage to smuggle enough grapes every year to produce a few of those clandestinely.” He pointed at the bottle, which looked even more appealing after his poignant story.
“We will talk business tomorrow. I will come in the morning. Now, I want you to enjoy Le Gai Paris... Good night!” He said before leaving them alone.
After he left, their immediate reaction was to look at each other and to smile. It was fabulous to be in such a pleasant cocoon... Even in dreams, they would have never thought of a better environment to spend a few nights in the French Capital. Listening to an old song by Edith Piaf found in the flat’s illegal music library, they drunk the wine, which made their blood flow faster. Just a glass or two were sufficient to put them both into the right mood for love, which they consumed on the sofa right in the heart of the swanky space. The following morning, Tarkel showed up as agreed.
“So, did you have a pleasant night?” He asked.
“Yes... Thank you.” Lienar responded with perfect assurance, remembering her passionate embrace with her boyfriend and managing not to blush.
“So, tell me all about your plans... What can I do for you?”
The French Rezisto group had already heard everything there was to know about the notorious attack on the Ministry of Interior Headquarters. Although it had failed to halt the Government’s mind-controlling capabilities, the mission was hailed as a huge success. Indeed, it was the very first time in history when a rebel group had ever perpetrated a physical attempt to topple the regime. The Frenchman who had received a detailed report about the situation in Nolondo knew that Tylos was the only remaining survivor from the commando group who had actually broken into the building. Hence, the young man had unknowingly become the State’s public enemy number one. A nationwide man hunt was in motion. For these reasons, the leader of the French faction was ready to do anything to help them. They were a living legend whose evanescence was being monitored by a growing crowd.
“Terra Santa!” He said upon hearing their final destination...
“With the entire Nation’s police on your trail you can forget about taking any form of public transportation...” The man said, unveiling for the first time how precarious their position was.
“What has happened? We came to Paris on a train and it all went without a glitch...” She said, wondering how their disappearance would have been noticed so quickly.
“I am sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but it seems that the body of your late husband was discovered last night... I do not know exactly how they have found out, but the authorities also happen to know that you were headed to Paris. Thus, the police are buzzing everywhere in town...”
After hearing the fresh and alarming news, Lienar covered her face with her right hand. “That’s all right Darling... They haven’t caught us yet!” Her boyfriend said.
“I am not so much concerned about us... I am wondering what happened to my mum and dad. I just realized now how much trouble I could have thrown them in...” She added.
The two men stopped talking for a moment. They knew she was probably correct in assuming that her parents were in serious danger. Endangering loved ones was a sad reality that came with the mere fact of belonging to a resistance group.
“I will work on a perfect escape route for you. Meanwhile, I want you to enjoy Paris. Although most of our national museums have been converted into administrative buildings, there are still a few things to visit. I can arrange discreet and safe walks with a guide from here, avoiding all the identity checkpoints... What about the Eifel Tower? From its top, the city looks surprisingly like it has been swallowed by grass... This is due to the Municipality’s efforts to slowly replace traditional buildings with underground projects.”
However, despite his generous invitation, site seeing was not on Tylos’ agenda.
“Well, there is something I’d love to do... I heard from a friend that there are some underground mosques and churches still preaching their respective faiths today. I reckon they must be somewhere in the Catacombs. Am I right?”
Tarkel looked at him rather intrigued... “You are interested in religion? Well, I guess you are in the right place... You are correct in saying that Paris is one of the only cities in Unu Lando where there are still some underground churches, mosques and synagogues. Visiting them physically might be difficult though. You see, they are indeed underground but in the sense of being secretive institutions... To be precise, they are in fact virtual places!”
So, their secluded location was simply virtual, thought the young man.
“There are a few Muslims and quite a lot of Christians in our very own Parisian Rezisto faction. I will arrange something... Leave it with me!”
The same afternoon, the Frenchman subsequently provided him with the secret coordinates of the Church of Elliagor, a secret Christian organisation operating clandestinely. It is in those circumstances where Tylos discovered religion for the first time in his life, from the comfort of his Parisian lair. As soon as he virtually entered the sanctuary, a tall priest greeted him, “Welcome to the house of our Lord Jesus Christ my son! I am Father Jean and you must be Tylos... I was expecting you... You are lucky! I am just about to start the service... For your information, a lot of the rituals are conducted in Latin, the original language of the Church but actually, the sermons are in Esperanto... Please be seated and simply relax and enjoy. If you want, you can sing along with us. The hymns’ words are available through the official Church menu.”
The site was realistically decorated, exactly as the interiors of a real church would be, with arched ceilings and stained glass windows. Deep purple, red, orange and blue were the predominant colours. Listening to the mass in Latin was somehow a magical moment for him. As a novice, he felt totally overwhelmed by the solemnity and the beatitude emanating throughout the entire ceremony. All songs were performed by the Church members themselves and were accompanied by Father Jean himself at the organ. Although he was using a virtual instrument, it sounded exactly like the real instrument. One could feel its resonance and vibrations echoing deep inside his spine. The sermon was pretty much like storytelling, revolving around the theme of atheism this time... “When the fool said in the Fourteenth Psalm, there is no God, what he really meant was that there was no God in his life at that moment of time... Actually the Biblical scholars tell us that there really is nothing like atheism or agnosticism in the Bible. The fool has said in his heart: God doesn't count. The fool, the man who never learns from experience, has said in the secret places of his being: I can get along without God. But can he? Another way to put it would be to ask ourselves whether he can be fooled in thinking he can. A fool fooling himself? Why not? This logic is the starting point. By accepting that fact, let’s assume that believing we can live without God is foolish... The question is merely about God but it is really about us. Are we or are we not fools? Choice is the tool that helps us make decision in our lives. We can use it to follow the path of foolishness paved with gold and riches or that of the humble believer bare from all icons and artefacts...”
Father Jean’s speech was totally philosophical, thought Tylos, who thoroughly enjoyed hearing about atheism being at the core of the religious rift from a Christian point of view. Similarly, he also visited a virtual mosque and finally a synagogue... Unequivocally, all three major religious faiths seemed to focus on the same issues, using pretty much the same rhetoric. Semantically, Allah, God and Jehovah were the same entities and believing in them or not had created a gap in society that no one had yet managed to bridge. He was juggling all these issues in his mind when he noticed Lienar sitting in the same room. She looked sad.
“Hey, what’s the matter with you? I haven’t seen you like this for a long time...”
He was actually thinking of the difficult time when she had to leave him in order to get married.
“I am worried for my parents... I feel that something has happened to them! Oh Tylos, why is our world so wrong?”
“You and I are the instruments of change... One day, your parents’ death will be avenged, I promise!”
Implying that they were dead was not tactful but rather tactical from his part. He wanted her to fight for a cause that had become a quest for survival. She would have been no help at all without being totally motivated to fight the regime by all possible means. Her father and mother’s demise gave her this opportunity... Three hundred miles away, in her parents’ house, a strange looking red haired man was admiring a picture of her playing in the garden as a little girl...
“She has beautiful red hair just like me...” He thought, while rummaging though some drawers.
His broad shoulders looked even wider with the long grey trench coat he always wore. Although he worked full time for the Criminal Investigation Department, he was usually field-based and worked from a virtual office through his VS.
“Paperwork day...” He had thought, after waking up.
However, fate had something else in reserve for him on that day... A body had been found in a small square and the deceased was no one else but a special agent working directly for the Ministry of Interior...
“Darn! A colleague...” He had thought, immediately after reading the brief.
Forensics had confirmed that the victim had been leaning forward when he had received a fatal blow to the back of his head with a large stick. Although the murder weapon had yet to be found and the search for fingerprints was not yet complete, evidence pointed towards his wife, a regime dissident under the marital surveillance scheme. She had already escaped, leaving her VS and other belongings behind in her flat. Without waiting for further results, the seasoned detective had rushed to her parents’ house with a police escort. Her mother was cooking dinner when she heard the door bell... She was not expecting anyone and her husband was not due to return from work for another hundred .beats.
“Who is that red haired man?” She had said to herself aloud after looking at the intercom video monitor.
She was even more surprised when, upon opening the door, she noticed the two policemen who were also there...
“Tafertear5601? I am Piorkag031, CID, and these are my colleagues from the police... Can we come in?”
Without waiting for an answer, the large man had already barged his way through, forcing the lady to back away.
“What is this about?” She said pompously, after recomposing herself.
“You know what it is about...” He answered simply, opening his large case at the same time.
She started to feel pretty bad about the whole thing. Of course, she knew that the evil man was there for Lienar. Looking at the sort of equipment he was handling, she began to dread thinking of his methods. He already seemed pretty unorthodox, even at this stage. Unfortunately, things were bound to get worse... She noticed a very strange looking helmet amongst the other gear he was systematically placing on top of her dining table. It was connected through tubes and wires to several containers of various sizes and contents. Some of these seemed to be the recipients of some hazardous liquid. Others looked like oversized battery packs.
“Relax... Please take a seat.” He told her.
“What are you planning to do to me? I will not collaborate unless you tell me what this is all about...”
She was trying to look surprised and angry but she knew it was just a useless way of prolonging her agony.
“Hold her down for me. Will you?” He said without emotion to the two policemen who subsequently pushed her violently onto the sofa.
“Great! A little injection and we’ll be ready to hear all about your daughter in no time...” He said, whilst filing a syringe with some translucent liquid.
Tafertear cried a bit as the needle pricked her forearm and the cold, alien element started to mix with her body fluids. She had previously heard about these new interrogation techniques... Drugs, which put people in a trance-like state, were regularly administrated to suspects in order to make them more docile during their interrogation process. However, the helmet was something she had never heard of before... In fact, it was a brand new device, and Piorkag himself was one of the first detectives in the country to use it. He had tried it once only, during training at the police headquarters. The “patient” they had used for that purpose had died... The trainees had been a bit too heavy handed with the electric shock therapy... Despite trying her best to remain alert, it only took a few .beats until Tafertear started to lose her grip on reality, and control of her conscious mind.
“Are you still here with us?” He asked, making sure the drug was not overworking. “Yes.” She responded after some hesitation.
The fact that she had acknowledged his question was already a very good sign. Carefully trying not to untwist any wires, he carried the equipment to the sofa.
“It’s ok, you can leave her with me now...” He said to the two policemen.
Meticulously, he placed the helmet on her head and arranged the containers and their connections in a way that she would not disturb anything if she moved. At this stage, she looked like a guinea pig in a science lab. In order to control the tool, he put on his VS and switched both devices on at the same time. The two pieces of equipment instantly became connected.
“So, we will start with an easy question... What is your daughter’s name?”
Although she hesitated again a little, she finally answered “Lienar.”
“Good... Now, when did you see her last?”
She took some time before responding “Several weeks ago. I cannot remember...” “Really? That’s a shame!” He said, whilst instructing the system to interfere with her neurotransmitters in order to optimise collaborative dialogue.
“And same question again... Voila!” He thought, after clicking on the “Repeat the Question” button.
This time, she said without hesitation, “I remember now... I saw her yesterday morning for the last time.”
“Excellent! Was she alone?”
“She was with her husband.”
“Her husband? Well, well... That is another lie! I must give you a small punishment...” He stunned her, using the helmet’s integrated taser function. Accordingly, she felt an electric surge descend from her head down to her spine. Using some of the other available features, he managed to get the name of her accomplice.
“His name is Tylos.” She said.
“Tylos... Her old boyfriend! Well I never...” He said to himself and before saying aloud “Where have they gone?”
“They went in a car.”
Although the program was designed to force people to make truthful responses, sometimes it was possible for the brightest minds to misguide the questioning process by simply playing with words.
“Oh that’s funny!”
This time, he stunned her for an even longer time...
“Where were they bound to?”
“They were going to meet someone.”
Painstakingly, Piorkag managed to get the old lady to tell him about Gerghear. He also learned the reasons why the two fugitives wanted to meet with her: Acquiring new VS devices, with some travel credit and a contact list... He also heard that Lienar had used her mother’s VS to contact her friend. So, he already had sufficient information to locate Gerghear. The only remaining information he needed before launching an official pursuit was the couple’s first destination. One of the helmet’s features was meant to be used only as a last resort...Apparently it had already left trial patients with permanent brain damage. The problem had something to do with interferences which, as the police scientists said, seriously messed with people’s synaptic gaps... Whatever it did to suspects, Piorkag didn’t care much, as long as it delivered the goods. This function was meant to work eight times out of ten...
“Even if she dies, I can always get the info I want from her husband when he comes back home...” He thought.
So, he went for it... When Lienar’s father opened his front door on returning from work that evening, he heard some strange voices inside his house...
“I think you have been pretty heavy on the chemicals with the old bitch...” He heard someone say.
Immediately, his logical predisposition brought to mind the worse scenarios about his wife. He was already prepared to find her either dead or in really bad shape as he entered inside. Finding two policemen in uniform and a strange man in civil clothes in his home did not prevent him from focussing on his beloved Tafertear who was still wearing her torture helmet and had blood stained eyes...
“Sorry for the mess sir! We are just about finished in here... Don’t worry too much about the eyes. I was told it’s a side effect which usually wears off after a couple of weeks... She might be a bit quiet from now on, but I am sure you’ll get used to it... If you have any complaint, please contact the Ministry. Here is my card! Adiau!”
He packed his equipment and left the two policemen behind with Lienar’s parents. Her father kept holding his wife’s hand crying as Piorkag left. Tafetear never spoke again. With all the information he had come to “collect”, plus the mother’s VS device with precious Rezisto contact details as a bonus, the detective was successfully heading towards his headquarters. It wouldn’t be long before the rest of the network would be dismantled, he thought. During his subsequent meeting with his boss, he requested a nationwide search and also sought the permission to follow the fresh trail to France himself, which was immediately granted...
Meanwhile in Paris, Tarkel came back to the apartment, looking very concerned, “We have a problem! I have received some fresh information from Nolondo... A CID detective is on his way here. His name is Piorkag031... I don’t know if you are familiar with name codification protocol but the number 0 means that he belongs to the Elita... Have you heard of it?”
Neither of them had... It was an elite group of selected people within all the layers of society who had been chosen at birth to become the pillars of society.
“These people are totally indoctrinated. They are relentlessly devoted to the Regime. Consider this fellow as some kind of robot. He will stop at nothing. Even if your final destination was Hell, he would track you down there... I am afraid you will have to watch all your moves very carefully from now on. I am glad you did not accept my offer to take a physical tour of Paris...”
This was extremely bad news for the couple. With a CID detective after them, how were they supposed to travel safely across the country, they wondered... As if he had read their mind, the Frenchman told them what he thought was the best plan for their escape route, “I have thought a lot about the best way to get you South. Trains and even taxis are out of the question. As a matter of fact, all forms of public transportation are currently being monitored... Even with fake Identities and contact lenses you will not escape the scrutiny of facial recognition software. All voyagers stepping into cars or trains in Paris today will have their picture automatically taken and sent to the police Headquarters in Nolondo for analysis... Since everyone is expecting you to go South, the safest route is to travel West. I can smuggle you aboard one of the trucks that belongs to the fruit company that used to be my family’s wine making business... Every week, they send truckloads back and forth to Paris and one of these lorries is scheduled to arrive this morning. It is operated by one of our most loyal men. He is supposed to offload his cargo in the central warehouse of Rungis Market at approximately four hundred .beats. He is also supposed to leave almost immediately after, just taking the necessary time to reload some empty crates. The only problem is to get you to the market... We will have to take our chances in a taxi. I will come with you.”
This plan left Tylos slightly puzzled...
“All right... I understand we’ve got to leave Paris as soon as possible but I do not understand how going in the wrong direction will help us reach our goal faster...” He said to the Frenchman who instantly responded “At this stage, we are more concerned about getting you there safely rather than quickly. However, I have thought of an idea, which, I think, might achieve both... The truck will take you to a city called Nantes. It is located just thirty miles away from the Loire river estuary. An old friend of mine who lives there owns a boat, which he sails twice a year after getting the governmental authorization. Well, it happens that he has just been granted it and is due to sail within a couple of days... I heard he was heading towards La Coruna in Spain, which would be an ideal location from where to resume your journey towards Terra Santa. Do you have any objection against sailing?”
The young lovers looked at each other really confused...
“I really don’t care how we are going to reach our destination as long as we do. I am more worried about the way this detective has managed to get on our trail so fast... I have a feeling that something terrible has happened. Please tell me the truth. Who told him that we were in Paris?”
Tarkel suddenly looked embarrassed...
“My parents! Is that it?” She said without waiting for his answer.
“I am so sorry...” He responded, emotionally challenged.
He then continued and told her how her mother had ended up being brain damaged in the hands of her merciless interrogator.
“I know it’s a mere consolation but at least she is alive...”
“Alive? What about her mind? Is it alive too?” She said, angrily.
Few other words were spoken on that subject. Tarkel helped Tylos prepare their bags and booked a taxi using his own VS, while she sat on her own, dealing with her sorrow... Rungis was actually close to their location, a few miles away, South of Paris. It was one of the largest food warehousing hubs on the Planet. It had its own train loading bays and every day, hundreds of trains and thousands of trucks delivered fresh food from the Southern regions and re-dispatched it to other locations up North. Although most people who visited the market were professionally involved with food, access was free to the public. Rungis Market was such a huge place that their car travelled for a full mile within its intricate network of alleyways before arriving in front of a huge hangar. This was the meeting point where the truck driver was supposed to pick them up... They got off and waited for a while until a medium sized vehicle pulled in. An older man proudly wearing a typically French beret came out, greeting Tarkel in French, which was still used by some people, albeit being illegal.
“Salut! So I guess these are the two roastbeefs I am supposed to drive to Nantes?”
After giving his final instructions to the driver, their host said farewell to them. “Although we are obliged to hide you behind a stack of crates, I think you will travel comfortably... Upon your arrival in Nantes, the driver will introduce you to your next secret contact. It is better if I do not reveal his name now in case you are caught...” The eventuality of being captured was always a possibility. They climbed into the back of the truck through a small opening in the cabin, used as emergency access in case of accident. A few .beats later, they were on their way out when the driver asked them to remain silent, “We are approaching the exit! The truck’s electronic tag should enable the guards to check my transportation license and all the cargo’s details without opening the doors, but we never know, do we? So, be very quiet!”
Sitting in the dark, the two lovers held each other’s hands while the vehicle pulled to a stop. They could clearly hear the guards talking to the driver... “I am sorry my friend but we are on heightened terrorist threat alert since yesterday and all outgoing trucks must be checked. Pull to one side now!”
Lienar squeezed her boyfriend’s fingers as she heard the back doors open... With a torch in his hand, one of the guards climbed inside and began to check all around the empty crates...
“That’s all you have, empty crates?” He asked the driver.
Before the old man could answer, he heard his colleague yell at him “Hey man, I just received fresh instructions from HQ... We are not supposed to let anyone or any vehicle leave!”
“What?” Said the guard, now pointing his torch in the direction of the hidden couple... Blinded by the light in his eyes, Tylos thought that there was no way they were going to escape this time. However, the guard seemed more interested in arguing with his co-worker, “This has got to be a joke! What are we supposed to do with all these trucks?” “Hey friend, since you have received your instructions after you already checked my cargo, I should be free to go, all right...”
They both looked at the driver...
“What about this one? He is right... I had already checked him before you got the call...” The guard asked his superior while closing the truck’s back doors.
“All right! Let him go but that’s the last one until further instructions! Is that clear?” The security officer said.
Scared that they could change their mind, the wise old man climbed into his cabin and swiftly drove away... At the same instant, several police cars arrived in front of the entrance of Rungis Market. Hidden in the dark, the couple heard sirens and commotion outside. In his mirror, the driver saw a man dressed with a trench coat, climbing out of one of the cars and looking in their direction...
“I thought I had given clear instructions to prevent all trucks from leaving the market...” Piorkag said to one of the guards, angrily...
“It’s all right sir, I have inspected this one personally just before your order came... I guarantee that there is no one else on board than the driver!”
The detective looked upset but his attention immediately became distracted as another truck approached the gate on its way out...
“We are safe!” The driver said.
At last, they could talk and breathe aloud without the fear of being heard. They had so much on their minds that they stayed quiet, both in their own little world as the truck set itself automatically into autopilot mode on the motorway. The two hundred mile journey was monotonous and eventless. It was raining and the sound of the wet surface being driven on, combined with the monotonous engine noise, finally put them to sleep... One hundred and twenty .beats later, the sound of the brake pads and a sudden feeling of immobility woke them up.
“This is your stop! Please come out through the cabin...” They heard the driver say. Recovering slowly from their long motionless and uncomfortable posture, they struggled to get out of their hiding space. Finally outside, they found themselves standing in a quiet street with their bags beside them.
“Go to number 178! Adiau and bonne chance!”
“Merci beaucoup de la part des deux roastbeefs!” She said sarcastically to the Frenchman in his own language before he drove off upset...
“I didn’t know you spoke French!” Tylos said thoroughly astonished.
“My grandmother was from Toulouse. She taught me a word or two when I was a little girl...”
Unfortunately, knowing about the local culture did not help her fend off the feeling of being lost in the middle of nowhere. In a way, being a fugitive was an exciting thing but, at times, it also brought with it harsh feelings of fear and uncertainty... They didn’t know what number 178 was going to unveil. Who lived there and who their contact was were unanswered questions. Approaching the recessed entrance, they braced themselves, hoping to be in the right place. After pressing the button on the Intercom system, a male voice immediately asked them to come in without asking questions... The door opened on a strangely decorated interior and on a blond and blue-eyed man.
“Just get in, please!” He said, rushing them inside.
“What an amazing place!” Tylos thought, whose keen interest in interior design became aroused by the flat’s obvious maritime scheme.
The walls and ceiling were covered with wood panelling. The floor was also finished with parquet. Seascapes on the walls and several seafaring objects were the final touches that gave the impression of being inside a schooner.
“Sorry for being a bit abrupt out there... It is better for all of us if nobody sees you coming in here. My name is Berter and I am a very good friend of Tarkel who contacted me yesterday, telling me all about you two... I don’t know if he has told you much about me or about our plan, but before we talk any further, can I ask you if you are familiar with the sea?”
They both looked at each other slightly amused by the fact that their host had raised this question before any other...
“Well, I know about it of course, but to be honest, I never had the chance to actually see it...” Tylos said.
“I have swum in it once when I was a little child but that’s about it...”
The man looked disappointed.
“Well, it’s gonna be fun...” He said, mostly to himself, “By the way, all my friends call me Beber...”
Beber was a nice guy, a bit rough around the edges, but very friendly when he wanted to be. He explained to them how being a carpenter and being so passionate about the sea had helped him build a thirty footer all on his own. He had already planned to sail his boat from the port of Nantes to La Coruna in Spain.
“It’s no luxury but there is at least a berth for each of you. We will have to share a small shower and a toilet I am afraid... I will brief you on everything else tomorrow morning before we set sail...”
“Tomorrow?” They asked surprised.
“Yes, tomorrow! We have a departure slot just after dawn when the tide is at its peak... These are ideal conditions to travel discretely... By the time everyone is awake, we will have left the estuary and will already be at sea... Now, it is important to eat well tonight in order to gather some strength ahead of the trip. I reckon it will take us no more than three days to reach La Coruna, but these could be pretty intense, especially if you haven’t sailed before...”
Beber was a pleasant host. He told them several stories about himself, most of the time in relation to some events that had happened at sea. He referred to his boat as “my beauty” or “ma chérie”. Being a widower, it was obvious that he had transferred all the attention that he used to keep for his deceased wife to his yacht. During his numerous voyages, he had managed to bring back with him a large supply of rum, which he proudly offered to them as a dinner beverage. He also fried some steaks, which were seldom seen in Unu Lando, as raw meats, which were considered a health hazard, were no longer available on supermarket shelves...
“How do you get it?” Lienar asked, who had always been fond of eating non-standard food through her parents.
“A friend of mine works in a farm...”
Nantes was very close to the rural belt, which supplied most of the region with meat, fruits and vegetables. Eating his beef rare and drinking his content of the amber alcohol was a novelty to Tylos who absolutely loved the occasion. He felt the heat from the food and drink going straight to his head. After dinner, his girlfriend decided to retire early and catch-up with some missed sleep on the sofa. The young man, on the contrary, preferred to stay up late and spend more time listening to Beber’s seafaring tales whilst enjoying a few more glasses of rum! They were so drunk by the end of the night that they ended up crashing on the same bed... It was still dark when an alarm woke them up. Despite his hangover, the sailor jumped to his feet instantly and shouted rather loudly “Ahoy there! Time to set sail sailors...”
Not pleased to be woken up so early and in such a ridiculous manner, the young woman gave them both a nasty look... She was not amused by the prospect of going through this adventure with two drunkards.
“So, how is your head this morning sailor? Ready for those big waves?” She said to her inexperienced drinker of a boyfriend who felt suddenly sick.
“I need the toilet.” He said, holding his hand to his mouth, on his way to the lavatories where he relieved himself.
“Ah ah ah! Just wait for when we are at sea... You don’t know what real seasickness feels like until you have experienced it! I guarantee...” The old pirate said.
It took them a long time to pack everything for the trip as on top of their personal things, they also needed waterproof clothes and a food supply of course. A taxi had been booked by Beber and although it was risky for the couple to travel by car, they had to chance it one more time... After a short ride through the sleeping city, they found his boat moored in the small river harbour of Nova Trentemoult. The car pulled off the tracks and dropped them in a car park near the river bank. They were carrying their heavy bags towards the small marina when the sunset began to emerge above the river Loire, displaying magnificent tones of pink and orange. No more than thirty boats were moored in the small place. Since sailing was no longer an option in a society where superfluous and luxurious hobbies were banned, most of the vessels were either used by river pilots, medics, police or coastguards. Beber’s was the only yacht there. The fanatical sailor had been given the permission to build her using scrap material collected during his long career as a carpenter. Nobody had ever challenged him during the tedious construction, which had taken him the best part of two years just after his wife’s premature death. He had had to request a special authorization to moor in Nova Trentemoult and of course also to sail. Although it was a very strange request at the time, Nantes Port Authorities had been glad to grant him all the permission he required. He was a well liked figure, known as the last of a kind. The city had never stopped inspiring seafarers and adventurers of all sorts since the days of its most famous travel writer: Jules Verne. It was with a similar spirit indeed that the blond eccentric had revived the old art of sailing right into the mid 2080’s! His boat was the perfect replica of a thirty foot cutter, which was a highly sought-after design in the twentieth Century and before that even. It had a single mast and a couple of sails. When they started to load the supplies into the cabin, Lienar looked around and thought it was a pretty tiny space to spend three days and three nights alone with two drunken men...
“Since you can’t get petrol anymore in this country, it runs on vegetable oil...” He said proudly, after starting the engine and returning to deck.
He was not supposed to bring his sails down until reaching the estuary where the river mouth was wider.
“We shall cruise slowly for a while so make yourselves comfortable. I have some coffee in the cabin if you want...”
“Coffee?” Tylos asked with utter surprise, adding “What else are you going to magic up from nowhere? Of course, I heard of all this stuff before but I thought it was banned and impossible to find anywhere...”
“Well it is banned in Unu Lando right, but at sea, everything is available... Let’s not forget that this very spot where we are has been a preferred route for all types of contraband since the beginning of time... On the other hand, to answer your first question, I will show you another trick or two before we reach La Coruna! Meanwhile, you’ll find the coffee in a jar with a white sock inside. Just fill the sock with a couple of spoonfuls, tie it and throw it in boiling water until it turns black. I washed the sock before, promise!”
The joke was addressed to Lienar who was obviously not a big fan of Beber’s bachelor like manners... However, they all enjoyed their hot cup of coffee, sitting on deck, watching the riverbank, which looked pretty wild in some areas after they had left the city. The captain was steering the boat wheel, humming a song to himself. In order to look even more the part, he was wearing an old-fashioned seaman’s hat and an old coat, which could have belonged to a Cape Horner... Immediately after leaving the tiny Nova Trentemoult Harbour, they had passed in front of the main port quays where huge barges were moored. They were still used as an alternative mode of transportation and transited regularly from North to South and back on river ways and canals. Here and there in the middle of nowhere, some huge depots and grain silos populated the often barren and sandy banks. Sometimes, an isolated factory emerged outside of woodland, sharing its borders with rich wildlife. At this time of the morning, herons and other water birds were still visible... Coming out of a meander, a village appeared on the North bank.
“Nova Coueron!” Beber announced proudly, who loved his county with great passion...
Most of the village boundaries had been flooded during the great sea rise that had occurred over the first half of the Twenty-First Century when industrialisation was at its peak. The resulting Global Warming effect had wiped out several century-old villages. Thanks to the stabilisation of water levels in the Seventies, some of them had been rebuilt. Because of its swampy conditions, it had been impossible to rebuild Nova Coueron underground. Hence, in this particular instance, the look and feel of the ancient community had prevailed, despite its newly introduced minimalist style. Instead of the old church, the largest hospital in the Nantes agglomeration gave its unique and contrasting accent to the rather rural outlook. Its brilliant-white plastic structure and its round shape were visible from several miles away.
“It resembles a giant golf ball...” Lienar said, amazed to find such striking building design in this remote location.
Beber was certainly right to be proud of his region! Further ahead, the Loire became distinctively much wilder, soon reaching half a mile wide. After passing another village nested South, hidden behind yet another meander, a swift change of scenery took their breath away...
“We are approaching the estuary!” The captain said.
The river had suddenly become at least two miles wide. A small island in the middle of it divided the waters into two channels. He chose to navigate through the northern one. Soon, they began to approach a huge port, but their attention was immediately captured by yet another breathtaking structure further upstream, which started to position itself at the horizon...
“This is the Naze Urbo Bridge!” Beber said pompously, “It used to be called St Nazaire before the religious witch-hunt...”
It was a two-mile long cable-stayed bridge, which looked very impressive especially from beneath it, as they began to cross its line. The big town on one side announced the river mouth. This was the place where the estuary opened wide towards the open seas. They watched in awe, slowly entering the Bay of Biscay, which started at the Brittany Point and finished at the Cape Ortegal in Spain.
“This is the time to bring the sails down!” The Frenchman said aloud, whilst starting to drop the boat’s white wings, hence letting the wind carry them in its whim.
It was interesting for the two passengers to watch him adjust the tension of the sails with a winch, madly cranking up the spooled line. With strong downwind blowing from the North Atlantic, they soon reached an impressive speed.
“Are you feeling all right?” The captain asked.
“Yes, we are just fine...” Tylos responded, speaking for himself mainly as his girlfriend had preferred to reintegrate the sheltered cabin after feeling the draft on her bare shoulders.
“Great! While the weather is on our side, and we are still near the coast, let’s do a bit of fishing...”
He set the boat wheel to automatic steering mode and fetched a small case where he kept his lures and hooks. Tylos watched with interest as his mentor prepare and finally threw the lines out to sea.
“Now, keep an eye on those for me. Will you?” He asked the young man who proved to be a useful pair of hands.
Watching the white wake of the boat cutting through the dark blue sea was mesmerising. From time to time, he pulled on the wires sharply in order to check if anything had taken the bait, but everything seemed to be pretty quiet. Helped by the soothing sounds and surroundings, he started to feel very sleepy. Beber was busy steering the wheel and Lienar was lying down when he was awoken unexpectedly by a flash of light that went through his half-closed eyelids... He looked around in order to find out what had made him suddenly jolt but nothing other than the monotonous sky and water seemed to be there... His head started to nod again when, this time, he clearly perceived a shiny ray of light at the horizon. Now, fully focused on the scenery, he realized that it was a shoal of jumping fish... Immediately checking his lines, he felt some resistance on all of them! He started pulling and a beautiful stripy mackerel jumped out of the wake in front of him.
“I think I got something...” He shouted all excited. Beber put the automatic pilot on and came to help as soon as he could.
Upon arriving near the stern, he noticed that the young man had already pulled several fish out of the water from the same fishing line.
“Well done... You are a very lucky man!” The captain said, very impressed.
It was indeed very good fortune to have crossed the path of a shoal... Tylos felt very proud and happy about his loot of the sea, until he was given the task to gut and clean them... He had never done anything like that in his entire life before. Killing them by banging their heads on the deck was hard enough but gutting them was even worse. The smell was putrid. He was holding his breath and cutting fish heads off when a small group of seagulls attracted by the stench flew past him. They started to come closer and closer until one of them managed to catch some of the guts he was throwing overboard. This threw them all into a sudden frenzy. They eventually landed on deck, flapping their wings in order to fend off their enemy, who in this instance was the inexperienced young man, who got pretty scared. When one of the aggressive birds managed to steal a whole fish, the captain himself decided to intervene. He opened a small container from where he pulled a flare gun...
“Holy mackerel!” He shouted appropriately, before shooting one of the seagulls straight in the plumage.
She plummeted down onto one of the perimeter rails and bounced back into the sea where she floated away, dead. Put off by the violent scene, the other animals stopped attacking the boat at once and were all gone by the time the remaining fish heads were thrown out. Apart from this strange occurrence, the rest of the day passed in a much more uneventful manner. Towards the evening, the weather suddenly changed. As they watched a beautiful sunset go down below the western horizon, the wind seemed to have stopped blowing.
“Dead calm! A good time to cook dinner...” Beber said, feeling a bit peckish.
On the other hand, Lienar, who had spent most of her time lying down, was not at her best. As the men started to fry the fish in a pan, the strong smell made her immediately sick... While her two companions festooned like kings, she refused to eat anything and stuck to drinking water only. The boat was practically immobile, giving them the opportunity to get some well-earned rest after dinner. The night was pitch dark and the only audible sound, being of the hull gently cradled by small waves, lulled them into a deep sleep. Tylos dreamed on and off. In his subconscious realm, he found himself staying in a strange house with big bay windows, which for him who usually lived underground was a novelty. He was looking outside and the vision of the sea filled his heart with extreme fear... Abnormally huge waves were breaking far away at the horizon. They were growing progressively in size and intensity. He was watching powerless from his window as the rolls were now breaking onto the shore front, increasingly close to him. He remained immobile as the danger kept on approaching. The tide eventually reached his house and the water started pouring beneath his door. He looked outside and saw that the sea had completely inundated the beach. Strangely, the flood suddenly stopped and he witnessed the water receding quickly, uncovering a large and far away area, which was usually submerged. But unfortunately, as with the returning motion of a pendulum, a huge tidal wave grew to an unimaginable height. He felt his heart bouncing out of his ribcage as he watched the tsunami swallow the entire horizon and everything he could see... He briskly woke up in a sweat. A change in the weather had just brought a strong gust of wind, blowing from the Equator this time. Beber was already on deck and at the wheel.
“I checked the forecast and there is a huge storm coming. Let’s have fun, Tylos! I need you to open the drawer in the kitchen and get the red box out. Also, grab the bottle of rum and two glasses. I am going to show you God!”
Totally under the spell of the elements, his speech made no sense at all but, as a loyal boy, the young man brought him all that he had asked for. He watched with great interest as the Frenchman opened the small container. It was filled with tiny green leaves... He then pulled a small object out of his coat pocket. It was a pipe. Although, the young man had never really seen one, he knew what it was and most importantly what it was used for: smoking! Banned for decades, it was quite intriguing to witness this presumably filthy habit...
“Is that tobacco then? He asked.
“Tobacco? You must be joking... This is proper marijuana my friend!”
This time, he was totally flabbergasted. That was totally illegal... How did the Frenchman get all his supply was beyond thoughts! Looking at him stuffing and lighting his pipe with some matches was educating. Despite the high wind, he soon managed to get a lot of smoke going. It smelled strong and sweet in the same time.
“Take a puff!” Were the captain’s next orders...
For the first time in his life, the young man smoked. Initially, he felt his throat burning badly and ended up coughing loudly for a while.
“Have another one!” Was the next instruction and as a well trained boy, he abode by it... This time, he managed to keep the smoke down for a moment longer before expectorating most of his lungs’ contents. Beber poured him a glass of rum, which he quickly drunk in order to sooth his oesophagus. But it was too much in two little time! Tylos felt suddenly nauseous and vomited half of his dinner on deck.
“Ah, ah, ah! Now the next thing you need to throw is a bucket of sea water on this mess... Make sure it’s well attached to a long enough line and remember not to fall in the ocean with it!”
Despite feeling rough, he executed the captain’s order without moaning. After attaching a rope to the handle, he walked towards the back of the boat where he thought the manoeuvre would be easier... However, the sea had become so rough that waves hitting laterally threw a huge spray of water onto him. Moreover, the liquid running all over the deck made him slip and he only managed to stay aboard by holding the rail. With great difficulty, he managed to extract half of a bucketful of water before returning to his original spot. He cleaned the place as well as he could. Surprisingly after his ordeal, his stomach did not feel as bad as it was earlier and, later this morning, he had another go at the good old pipe and rum! Lienar, who had felt poorly since the very first moment she had stepped onboard, had taken her time before waking up properly and coming out of her secluded berth where she felt relatively safe. The boat was now rocking like a nutshell in a fast river, she thought. She could hear the men being loud and having fun. What were they up to, she wondered... As she was preparing herself psychologically to face the elements, she suddenly heard some music... It was coming from the deck! The mad Frenchman had built his own stereo system and had fixed waterproof speakers directly onto the cabin’s outer walls... She knew that piece of music he was playing. It was Wagner’s The Ride of the Valkyries! When she opened the door, she was faced with the disturbing scene of Beber smoking a pipe and laughing, and with Tylos drinking rum by the bottle... Meanwhile, despite being mid-morning already, the sky was almost dark, the sea was raging with huge rolls breaking onto the hull and the wind was blowing so hard that the rails made a hissing sound just by cutting through it. On top of everything: Wagner!
“Are you completely out of your mind?” She screamed to be heard by both of them. “What did she say?” The captain said, whilst grabbing the bottle in a voluntary careless manner.
“I think she said we are mad...” The young man said with a drunken voice.
“Yeah, women are like that...” Was the final word she heard before returning inside and banging the door closed.
The weather continued to rage for the rest of the day and well into the night. The two men had not slept a wink, nor had they eaten anything when Lienar finally emerged from her den the next morning.
“Although I have no sympathy for you, do you want me to fix you breakfast? You must be starving!”
And indeed, they were... The wind had started to drop and it had given them the first opportunity to switch to automatic pilot for a long time. Their pupils were totally dilated due to the lack of sleep and to the chemicals in their bodies. Displaying unshaven beards and dishevelled heads, they looked like right pirates! Before she managed to fix them something to eat, Beber took full control of the kitchen and threw a real feast with some ingredients that, he, only, could have provided as if by magic. Accordingly, and for the first time in their lives, the young couple tried such delicacies as Camembert cheese, butter and country bread... Despite the morning hour, a bottle of apple cider washed down their breakfast in a perfectly civilized manner. After their sumptuous meal, they all took a turn at having a wash. It was not the most comfortable setting, but the feeling of a warm shower cheered all of them up, including Lienar. She even accepted to keep watch while the two men went to sleep for a while. She only had to make sure that the boat was always sailing in the right direction, which just required a quick look at the compass from time to time. The captain had told her to wake him up at four hundred .beats sharp... However, when the time came, he looked so peaceful that she decided to let him sleep a bit longer. He woke up by himself in the early afternoon hours.
“What’s going on?” He shouted when he noticed the sun had already started its course westwards.
“I am sorry but I thought you could do with a good rest...” She responded in an angry way.
“We are heading towards America!” He said even more angrily.
Before going to sleep, he had set the automatic pilot to correct slightly their course by heading West. He had calculated to reset their direction towards South at precisely four hundred .beats! After checking their current position, Beber gave her a peace offering tap on the back.
“It’s not too bad! There is a good wind blowing southwards that’s going to take us to La Coruna before dark...”
The rest of the trip went remarkably well with a moderate downwind. As their captain had said, they reached their destination in the early evening hours, giving them the chance to admire the rugged Galician coastline. Almost immediately after seeing the coast, they entered a bay, showing the signs of a heavily populated area, and reached the jetty sheltering the harbour twenty .beats later. After almost three days at sea, it felt really awkward to walk on firm land again. While the Frenchman took care of the formalities with the Port Authorities, the young couple took a quick walk around the marina even though they were not supposed to due to the constant threat of being caught. But after such a tough trip, they couldn’t care less! However, they soon realised that most of the vessels mooring in the area were official boats belonging to the Government in one way or another. Without hesitation, they quickly agreed to come back in order to hide inside the cabin where no one could see them. As they were climbing onboard, a strange and unknown voice called out their names, which made them freeze instantly.
“Tylos? Lienar?” A short man with long brown hair and a moustache was standing on the jetty.
“We have been caught!” They both thought as Beber returned after doing his paperwork.
Without looking particularly alarmed he said “I see that you have already met with your Spanish host!”
“Well, I was just about to introduce myself when you arrived...”
The young couple felt suddenly relieved. The gentleman was called Gorg. He was their local Rezisto contact.
“I am sorry to urge you but we must all leave before somebody sees you. I am afraid that also applies to you captain... I brought some provisions for your return journey. This is mostly food. Do you have enough fuel?”
Although the Frenchman would have liked to stay a bit longer in Spain, he agreed that leaving sooner reduced the chances of being caught.
“Yes, thank you, I have got plenty. Well, my friends, I guess this is where I say goodbye...”
He hugged them both before returning to his boat without another word. Tylos in particular felt really sad parting from Beber, who he had become very fond of. He had enjoyed every moment spent in the company of the Frenchman. It was like being in the presence of a father he had never had... As, they were leaving the port, walking behind their new host, he noticed a small black object sticking out from his pocket. It was Beber’s pipe! The captain must have slipped it in when they hugged... Tylos remained silent for a couple of miles.
“By the way, I forgot to ask... Are you all right to walk?” Their guide said, finally starting a conversation.
“Well, it’s a strange feeling to be on the ground again after three days at sea... We are all right though...” The young man said.
“Well, I truly hope so, because you see, I have received instructions to take you down South on foot...”
They both looked at each other...
“What do you mean down South on foot?” She asked this time.
“Well, I am not sure how familiar you are with Spain... This region, in particular, is well known for its never-ending walks. Pilgrims used to come from all over Europe to Santiago de Compostela, which is not too far from here. You may have heard of the town by its new name: Nova Compo... This is where I live...”
“Are you suggesting that we are walking to your place tonight?” She said rather anxiously after noticing a road sign showing the distance between the two towns as forty-six miles...
“No way! This would be far too much on your first night... We are going to Bruma where we’ll sleep tonight. It’s only twenty miles away from here...”
Hearing about the prospect of having to cover such a distance on foot and in the dark, the young couple felt really low. It was going to take them until the early hours of the morning to complete the journey. They felt pain into their shoulders as the straps of their respective rucksacks started to dig deep in their skin. Having no choice in the matter, they struggled for a while, until their legs took over and walking became an automatic motion...
“The route we are taking is known as the Camino Del Ingles or The English Way... Since the twelfth Century, millions of people have travelled on this path, aiming towards the tomb of St James the Great. Of course, this tradition stopped after the Religious Exodus, but the trails are still sound and, most importantly, safe... My mission is to guide you securely from Santiago to Seville through the legendary Via de la Plata, another very famous Pilgrim’s route. It is just a bit longer...”
The total journey from Nova Compo to Seville was about six hundred miles ... It was going to take them at least five weeks, walking every single day...
“So many churches!” She suddenly commented.
“Yes... Even the Central Government did not have the heart to flatten them down... People used to be very religious in this part of Spain, you see... Although they are now pretty much all boarded up, or converted into schools, or even into sports grounds, we like to have them around...”
After crossing the town border, they continued on a quiet country lane, passing several picturesque villages on their way. It was a hot late summer evening and they had been sweating a lot when they found a public fountain.
“Can we drink from it?” Tylos asked, who had never seen anything like it before.
“This is what it’s for...” Gorg answered simply, who then showed how safe it was by being the first one to take a sip.
“Wow! It’s so cold!” She said, surprised.
“It is coming from an underground stream that travels through the hills. This is the first time it is exposed to the warm air for many miles.”
The Spaniard filled his bottle. They walked another five miles, going over a bridge, through corn fields and through farm yards. At some point, they even found themselves walking on a cobbled stretch, built by the Romans during their occupation of the region in a forgotten era. They stopped just before dusk in a cool forest of eucalyptus. The two inexperienced walkers sat down and began to take their shoes off...
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you... We are not staying long enough. Your feet will be so swollen that you will struggle to put your shoes back on when we leave in just a short while from now...”
They both looked so disappointed that their guide decided it was a good time to introduce a bit of food in order to bring back some of the energy they had lost.
“Eat that! This will set your belly on fire and you’ll walk faster...”
Using a pocket knife, he sliced up a red sausage and gave some to each of them.
“This is called chorizo, an old Spanish recipe...” He said.
The strong and fiery meat was very tasty, they both thought. They finished most of it without saying much. Meanwhile, night had started to fall, swallowing the trees one by one under a blanket of darkness. Reluctantly, the group started to walk again... They went through another village or two before reaching a much more rural area where the path was barely visible. In some parts, the Camino Del Ingles was merely a fading track across grassland. After what seemed to the young couple the longest leg of their journey, they finally reached Bruma, a small secluded village in the middle of nowhere... It was pitch dark and it took Gorg a long time to find the hideaway place where they were supposed to spend the rest of the night.
“It is no luxury, I must warn you... But this is a safe place to stay and to get some rest until dawn. Have you ever camped before? Well, even if you haven’t, I am afraid, you’ll have to get used to it... It’s going to be like that until Seville!”
They slept in an old Galician grain store...
“People around here call this a horreo. Local farmers used to fill it with corn and wheat. Nowadays, they are only used as shelters by the rare travellers.”
Despite being very rudimentary, the tired couple enjoyed the tiny space’s relative comfort and fell asleep almost instantly after hitting the floor. They did not wake up until the next morning, when their guide’s voice gently called out their names. The strong light coming through the wood planks announced that the sun had already been out for quite some time. After refreshing themselves with some water, they set-off, ready to walk the same distance again... Miles after miles, the scenery became more rural, with rarely any habitation. They went through a vast forest, walking on a barely noticeable track covered with pine needles. The woods felt much older than the ones Tylos was used to, near his Nolondo flat. As if he had read his mind, the Spaniard said “These are ancient woods. They have been here since the beginning of time. The entire region used to be covered with trees and this is one of the only remaining bastions of this era.”
These were such atmospheric surroundings that it was almost possible to envision Twelfth Century pilgrims travelling on the same path. The young man felt their ghosts in the lingering morning mist that was still visible in clearings. The sound of woodpeckers hitting the tree trunks added to the eerie ambiance. Somehow, their second day seemed to have gone faster. It was probably due to the fact that they were getting used to it. After a quick lunch under the shelter of centennial oak trees, they left the woods and ventured through vast open land, which was crossed by a motorway. They went through it, following an under path, which led to a much wider lane that continued for several miles until the village of Sigueiro. From this point, the last leg towards Santiago de Compostela went very fast. From an elevated position, coming down a country lane, they finally reached the outskirts of the city. They could see down below them the highly populated town centre. Clearly visible above the horizon line, appeared the distinctive twin towers of the World’s renowned cathedral, which used to harbour the remains of St James the Great. During the Religious Exodus in 2040, the shrine was relocated to the Christian Enclave of Abruzzo in Italy and the building was converted into a rock climbing and community centre.
“Do you see the large oval dome on the West side of the Cathedral? This is called Gypsy Town. That’s where I live.”
Gorg was from a long line of Gypsies who had been reluctantly kept in Unu Lando as no other country had been willing to accept them. Wherever their community was large enough, a specific quarter had been built for them. Approximately three thousand people lived in Gypsy Town. Even though they were supposed to abide by Unu Lando’s rule of the land, they had their own ways in everything. When it came to forced marriages, the Government, recognizing the special needs of this community, had made special arrangements whereby the elders were able to nominate suitable matching candidates. As a result, their culture and identity was preserved. Surprisingly, the streets seemed to be busier, with more cars and people than in Nolondo, despite the town’s population being seventy times less. This was due to the fact that the underground reconstruction program was less achievable in old cities because of their existing network of pipes and sewers. As a direct result of having a much lower percentage of people who lived underground, they all seemed much more visible above ground... The oval shaped dome was a rare example where urban planners had managed to integrate modern architectural concepts within an ancient town’s landscape. Four storeys, each of them with two hundred and fifty apartments, cafes and supermarkets, gave the area the illusion of being a huge anthill. Gorg’s home was on the upper floor, which was an advantage because each room had a skylight, a feature which was not available at lower levels. He lived there with his wife and baby daughter. When they entered the building for the first time, the young couple was surprised to see that in front of each entrance, people had placed some sofas and chairs, creating a common seating area where people were able to hop easily from house to house and to meet the entire community by simply walking around the mezzanine. All the flats were built around the dome’s perimeter, facing a massive atrium, which echoed the soul of Gypsy Town.
“Welcome.” His wife said, greeting them as they arrived.
She was standing outside with her child in her arms, enjoying a deep view of the lower floors through a balustrade, as if sitting on a luxurious balcony. Their interior was modest and slightly messy. Despite becoming sedentary, they had kept a true Bohemian life style... After three days at sea and two more on their feet, the exhausted voyagers thoroughly enjoyed just sitting outside with their host’s family, until his wife asked Lienar with pride “Do you want to take a bath?”
This was a real treat, thought the young woman, feeling absolutely filthy after such a long and difficult trip. While she took her time in the bathroom, her boyfriend enjoyed a drink and some sweet and sour cookies prepared especially for them. The hospitality of these people was truly touching, he thought. He was totally relaxed, resting his body and mind, when Lienar came back... All clean, and with some fresh clothes on, she looked herself again. He also followed the lady’s advice and went for a wash. The evening was supposed to bring something special. Gorg had already told them that a party was being organised in their honour... They had no idea what it really meant. They were anticipating that a few of their neighbours were going to join them for a drink, but this was not the way in Gypsy Town. When their host, who had insisted on using the bathroom last, was ready, he told them that a traditional fiesta was being held on the lower floor in the atrium area... The young couple started to understand the amplitude of this event when, walking towards the stairs, each and every neighbour started to come out of their flat at the same time and followed them in a formal procession... By the time they descended to the lower floor, hundreds of people were walking in line behind them. They felt even more embarrassed when, reaching the atrium floor, a large crowd of people shouted their name in order to greet them. They were the true party heroes! They sat in a place of honour near the patriarch, an old man who acted as a tribe leader and who was referred to by everybody as the Bulibasha. He gave a speech in his own Gypsy language, which neither of the two guests understood... However, it sounded positive and fun, as most people were smiling and laughing as he spoke. He repeated many times the words Nolondo and Ministry... Eventually, the entire crowd stood up and gave them a real ovation. Amidst the applause, Gorg explained to them what it was all about... “He is telling everyone about your exploits and how you have successfully attacked the Ministry of Interior Headquarters... Don’t worry about confidentiality... All Gypsies are Rezisto members by default! We ate Unu Lando’s regime...”
As soon as the old chief finished speaking, a group of men began to play some traditional Gypsy folkloric tunes on the guitar. The old man himself started to sing in a strong and raucous voice. Women and children jumped to the area in front of the singer, which had naturally turned into a stage and danced, energetically clapping with their hands and stamping their feet at the same time.
“This is an old Andalucian dance called Flamenco...” Their host said, looking at Lienar with a smile...
“Would you like to try?” He added.

She had no intention of making a fool of herself and tried to refuse politely... Unfortunately, the young girls around her refused to take no for an answer. They pulled her into the dancing circle. Although, she felt totally embarrassed at first, the rhythm and the energy were so contagious that she quickly let herself go with the flow and finally joined in. After a while, she was fully absorbed by the music, moving her hips and stamping her feet gladly.
“Your girlfriend is a true Gypsy!” Gorg said.
“Let’s have a drink!” He added and took him aside to a makeshift bar where some old ladies were serving finger foods and homemade alcoholic beverages, “This is called Anisette... If you are not used to drinking alcohol, be careful! This stuff can go straight to you head sometimes...”
Tylos, who had developed a real taste for booze after spending several days in the company of Beber, accepted the glass offered to him with glee. It was white in colour, almost like watery milk, but it tasted totally different. A strong aniseed flavour, which he was not familiar with at all, took his taste buds by surprise. It was much stronger than anything he had ever tried before... Sipping it slowly, he enjoyed every single drop. The music went on the whole evening. Lienar, eventually tired, joined them. She was all sweaty and her cheeks were red, looking sexier than ever, thought Tylos. She also tried the drink. After a while, they were all merry, laughing with their wonderful companions. Some savoury pies were served, followed by all sorts of sweets.
“My body misses Kompleta Suko, I must admit...” He told her in confidence.
“I have to admit feeling exactly the same way... I am totally ashamed to say.” She responded, despite being a strong advocate of homemade cuisine.
Ready processed food mixes were not that bad after all... They included all the necessary ingredients and vitamins required daily by the average human being. Although, they were not the most exciting of foods to eat, they were impossible to match, in terms of completeness, by fresh individual ingredients. It would have simply taken too many of them to replicate the same holistic health formula.
“Tomorrow before we go, let’s get some in the supermarket if we can...” He suggested. “Good idea!” She replied.
The party continued until the early morning hours. Whatever food they had eaten, the Gypsy community seemed to have a huge surplus of energy. Gorg had told them that they had to prepare themselves to leave the following evening. Therefore, they opted to go for an early night and bade farewell to the Bulibasha and his crew. By this time of the evening, they were all so fully absorbed by the fiesta that nobody insisted on keeping them. Being the first night for a very long time since either of them had had the chance to sleep in a real bed, they felt very excited to retire into the relative comfort of the flat. Their host had kindly let them use his daughter’s bedroom. Despite both of them being tired, they made love passionately for a long time before falling asleep in each other arms. Unfortunately, the thin walls did not manage to block all of the music’s vibrations. However, they managed to sleep like babies the entire night. Eventually, the little girl playing outside their bedroom door woke them up gently. It was already mid morning and they felt very well rested, but also ravenous... Gorg’s wife had prepared a strange breakfast meal made with breadcrumbs and mussels, which tasted very flavoursome. When no one was in the room with them, they looked at each other and laughed...
“I really can’t wait to get my teeth into a Kompleta Suko as we were talking last night... Shall we go and get some now?” She said cheekily.
He agreed and after taking a shower, they mentioned to their host that they were on their way to the atrium basement floor for some shopping.
“All right... As long as you stay within the perimeters of the dome, you are safe!” He said, thinking of their safety first.
The food store was an exact replica of what they were used to in the rest of the Nation. Not only the layout was similar but so was the supply... Accordingly, they found the Kompleta Suko on the shelf amongst other Government recommended meals. Ideally, they would have liked to buy the complete stock... Unfortunately, because it was made with fresh ingredients, its shelf life was too short and it had to be refrigerated anyway. “Let’s settle for one each now and another for supper before going!” She said.
So, they only carried a pack of four to the automated till. Using his “borrowed identity” in order to cover the food credit charge, Tylos scanned the goods and put his VS on to proceed with the purchase. His device automatically tuned itself to the store’s computer, which after an instant data check rejected the transaction, displaying the message: Not Sufficient Food Credit!
“Oh... This is not fun! Can we try yours?” He asked his girlfriend, slightly embarrassed. Lienar tried with her own device, but unfortunately, the same incident occurred... Other people seeing that they were in trouble came to help... “Hello, I have seen you at the party last night. Don’t worry about this. I will take care of that. I have loads of credits...”
The kind person processed the purchase on their behalf.
“That’s strange that we were unable to use our VS. Gerghear assured me that they were fully loaded... It might be a glitch.” She said, coming out of the shop.
Happy to have managed to get what they wanted anyway, they did not pay much more attention to it and returned straight away back to Gorg’s place in order to indulge with their second breakfast... They ate and rested for a bit longer, until they made the final preparations for their trip. It was going to be a long and difficult enterprise. Six hundred miles on foot meant that they were going to spend the next thirty-five days away from everything and in more than basic conditions. Gorg was saying farewell to his family when the Bulibasha and some of his associates paid them an unexpected visit. The old man spoke to them in his language.
“He says that the entire Gypsy community is indebted to you for what you have done in Nolondo. In order to thank you, the village elders have decided to let you use something very rare that has been kept by them secretly for many years and is rarely used nowadays. They call it solbicicletas... He wants you to come outside...” Gorg translated.
Rather intrigued by it all, they followed the small group of people to the main entrance where other gypsies were waiting. There, they were proudly handed a pair of brand new bicycles.
“Wow! I have never seen anything like these before!” Tylos said, who felt emotional as he held his present with one hand.
Two wheelers had practically disappeared in Unu Lando after the revolution in the automotive energy sector. Cars had turned out to be the preferred modes of transportation since the time when motorized vehicles had become totally self-sufficient, relying only on kinetic, solar and wind power. Manufacturing bikes for the sake of sport and leisure was deemed utterly superfluous by the State. As a result, all cycling factories in the country had been closed down in the early 2050’s. Indeed, these bikes were very special! They were the last ones ever made... Called Solarbikes, these contraptions were equipped with curved photovoltaic fairings, making them look rather like a giant dragonfly without the wings... The concept was fairly simple: solar energy was converted into electricity, which in turn powered a Pedelec motor, assisting the pedalling motion and reducing the muscular effort by half. Also fitted with puncture resistant tyres, these bikes were not only energy efficient but also practically indestructible. “These will help cut our journey to Seville by two thirds! I reckon it will take us up to twelve days maximum... Happy?”
The young woman looked at their host, slightly puzzled...
“I have never ridden a bike before...” She said.
“Oh don’t worry, I have never done it either...” Their guide said!
As a result, they spent the rest of the afternoon trying it out in a quiet street adjacent to the dome. It took them several attempts to master the art of biking, but at the end of the day, the three of them managed to handle their respective new toys pretty well. At nightfall, after an emotional farewell with the Gypsy community, the travelling trio began its journey by climbing a steep hill towards the outskirts of the city. As soon as their pedals turned a full cycle, it enabled the throttle, allowing the electric motor to take over. It felt almost satisfying... First a sailing boat, now these... Their destiny seemed to have orchestrated the prefect escape route for them... Despite having the entire Nation on high alert and police forces on their trail, it seemed they had managed to slip through their closing net when leaving the Rungis Market in France. Tracing them to Spain was going to be difficult, thought Tylos. Obviously, he didn’t know that several hundred miles away, a red haired man was tuning into him like a hound dog would with a fox...
*
Piorkag was still in Paris when he received a call from his Nolondo Headquarters. The fugitives had finally been spotted in a taxi in Nantes, which had been booked by a local carpenter. Despite all the technology available, the pool of random images was so vast that it had taken several days for their profiles to be detected by face recognition software... When the hunter arrived in front of Beber’s front door, the trail was already cold. Nothing in the house gave him any relevant information apart from the fact that, indeed, the couple had been there... He decided to contact the Frenchman’s employer, who confirmed that his employee had been on vacation for a week, sailing his boat to a location he was unaware of...
“Take me to the Port Authorities at once!” He had said immediately to his police escort and without even saying another word, let alone a goodbye, to the suspect’s boss... “How come, this information has never been logged into his file?” The detective shouted at the civil servant, who had just told him that Berter67890 had been granted the authorization to sail to the Port of La Coruna in Spain and with a scheduled departure date four days earlier...
“It would have saved me some precious time if only I had known this information before...” He thought, whilst calling his superior, “They are in Spain! I need the entire country on high alert and a military jet in Nantes in twenty .beats...”
The journey to the airport in a police car took him almost as long as the air-travel time to La Coruna. At the other end, he wasted even more time by driving to the Marina. His frustration was already at its peak when the local Port Authority officer told him that Beber’s boat had left surprisingly, almost immediately after arriving at La Coruna’s Port...
“And you did not find that suspicious?” He growled, as his VS device beeped...
It was his Headquarters calling... “What?” His police escort heard him say with a surprised tone.
“What is the fastest way to travel to Nova Compo from here?”
Piorkag had just heard that two stolen Nolondonian identities had been reportedly attempting to purchase some food in one of the city’s supermarkets... It took less than twenty .beats for the superfast coastguards’ helijet to land directly onto the cathedral’s square. Rushing through the dome’s entrance, the detective quickly arrived at the scene...
“So, is there any shopkeeper who can tell me what happened?”
Alerted by the loud voices and the commotion inside her shop, an old Gypsy lady came towards the entrance door.
“Is there anything I can help you with?” She asked the police officer.
After explaining to her the facts, she simply answered “Sorry, but it is a fully automated till... I would have only been alerted if someone had tried to leave the place with stolen goods, in which case the alarm would have gone off... Since I didn’t hear anything, I guess nothing was stolen! So, what seems to be the problem officer?”
As a through and through Gypsy lady, she had never particularly liked the Government and their representatives, but she disliked this one in particular even more... By the way he looked at her, she knew he was the type to enjoy making people suffer. For all that it was worth, she had just returned from her vacation after visiting her son in Madrid... in fact, she was not even there when the suspected couple had tried to purchase something in her shop. She did not even know who they were... “None of your business! Give your shop details to the officer...” He barked at her.
“At least we might have a chance to find out if they had any accomplice by looking at the video footage...” He mumbled to himself.
“I am sorry but our cameras have been disconnected for a while due to an electrical problem that occurred when redecorating... I doubt you’ll get any footage.”
The shopkeeper could not have made him madder. He yelled at her from the top of his voice “And why did you not report the fault to the authorities? Don’t you know it is a legal requirement for all public spaces in this country to keep and maintain a working surveillance camera network? Book her!” He ordered his police escort.
Eventually, after calming down, he sat down in one of the cafes on the atrium floor... “What would have brought them here? Why?” He wondered.
Looking around him, he saw only hostile faces.
“What if they all knew?” He said to himself aloud...
“Sir, may I remind you that Gypsies are a protected minority under our local Governorate’s laws... You see, they are a very volatile people and going against one would mean going against the entire community. If you decide that you want to start interrogating people around here you’d better get an authorization from Nolondo first. But anyway, they wouldn’t talk...”
“Don’t you think that my friend! Don’t you think that...”
*
Via Del Plata was not dissimilar to the latter part of Camino Del Ingles with its small villages and desert country lanes. The two fugitives and their guide were travelling pretty fast, and having to concentrate on maintaining a constant balance helped them stay awake. On their first night, they managed to cover fifty miles, stopping only twice in order to relieve their bladders and to have a bite to eat. Just before dawn, they had arrived in the remote village of Oseira. In order to avoid being seen by the inhabitants and yet to have a comfortable place to stay during the day, Gorg had taken them to an abandoned monastery...
“I know a secret way in through the gardens...” Their guide had said.
What had been the pride and joy of the Cistercian monks, had become an overgrown jungle. Nomadic Gypsies had been begging for food and money from such places for centuries. Although too young to remember such times when it was open to the public, the brown haired man had stayed in the monastery ground many times in the past. “There should be an old, rusty drain guard behind these bushes, I reckon...”
After hiding their bikes away from the main road, they climbed down through a narrow well shaft, which led to a long passage. Unfortunately, the door leading to the monks’ cellar, which used to be open, was now closed.
“Someone must have become suspicious over the years...” He said.
“Never mind, this is a sound and safe refuge for the day!”
Indeed, being underground kept them cool, despite the outdoor ambient heat. Not realizing how exhausted they were, they fell asleep without any hesitation and slept until the middle of the afternoon. By the time they woke up and made a small camp fire, the sun had already started to descend towards the western horizon. Having their breakfast in the early evening hours and getting ready to be up for another complete night was difficult to get used to. However, as time passed, it started to feel normal to them... The third day was easier than the second one, the fourth easier than the third... By the time they reached half way, they were fully used to this rhythm, setting off soon after dusk towards their seventh stopover: Carcasboso in Extremadura. The further South they travelled, the more arid it became. The scenery had changed tremendously since they had left the Galician plains. They were riding on steep, rocky paths, often uphill and always surrounded by a dusty cloud that seemed to travel with them all the time. Although the summer season was over, the autumnal weather was still fairly hot in this central part of Spain. In fact, the further South they travelled, the warmer it became... On their eighth day, they camped on the shores of Lake Tajo, an incredible area, surrounded by hills and desert. Finding it difficult to get any shade at all, they jumped into the water for a swim. The ice cold water initially squeezed their tired muscles, but after a while, it felt just great... Instead of sleeping, the young couple decided to spend most of the day fooling around in the lake, despite the warnings from their wise guide who had recommended some rest... When time came to set off again after dusk had begun to cover the lake under a blanket of darkness, they felt ready for bed rather than for another bike ride... “Come on fellows... Only one third of the way left to go...” Gorg said, noticing the grimace on their face.
Luckily, the final leg of the trip was not so difficult thanks to a mostly flat terrain. Although they went through further arid, desert areas prior to reaching the Andalucian border. The next few days felt easier as they hardened to the task. The colour of the land had also changed to a beautiful red with a touch of cactus green.
“Only one more night before Seville...” The Gypsy had said to the two youngsters who were totally worn out.
In order to improve their moral he had even thrown all the food he had left towards what was meant to be their last supper in his company... They were camping in an area near the village of Almaden de la Plata, only forty-five miles to the North of Seville. “What will happen when we arrive in the city?” Lienar asked.
“Everything in good time, dear...”
Their guide had been instructed to keep such information to himself until the very last moment... Pleased to know that this was going to be their last ride, they agreed to pedal as fast as they could. Accordingly, they covered the whole distance in such record time that they were forced to observe an unscheduled stop in the valley just outside of the city’s outskirts.
“We are scheduled to meet with my contact in exactly one hundred and twenty .beats from now... Since we are twenty .beats away from the meeting point at most, I suggest we take some rest. Wherever this adventure will take you after this, I am sure you will thank me for this break!”
Facing the prospect of further arduous travels, the young couple did not need to be asked twice before crashing on a soft sandy patch. They had no real idea of what to expect, their Spanish geographic knowledge being somewhat limited... They only knew that Seville was in land and far away from the coast where they were supposed to travel to their next destination in North Africa. This information was enough to worry them as the prospect of further tiresome modes of transportation was highly probable... It was only later during the night when they finally started their descent towards the town centre. All of a sudden, they noticed a huge river cutting Seville in half...
“This, my friends, is where I am supposed to hand you over! This is El Guadalquivir!” Their meeting point was just a little further ahead. They started to follow the river towards the South, until they arrived near a small coastguards’ lifeboat, which was moored along the quays. They couldn’t see if there was anyone on board from their elevated position. Their instinct took over immediately and they perceived some imminent danger. This was an official vessel, which could have harboured up to four maritime police officers... When a man, who had suddenly climbed out of the dinghy, jumped towards them, the young couple froze instantly, thinking they had been caught ... He shouted in their direction “Hola Gypsy!”
Hearing the friendly way he had addressed their guide made them feel relieved. The man in his forties standing between them and the boat was wearing a cap and filthy dungarees.
“Hola Maricon!” Gorg answered, jokingly.
His name was Herlok and he worked as a mechanic for the local coastguard. A staunch Rezisto collaborator, he had gladly accepted the mission to take them to their next meeting point...
“We do not have much time... I have to be back at the station by the morning. So, jump aboard!”
“What about the bikes?” Tylos asked.
“Don’t worry about them... We will take care of that. Just take your bag and go!”
It was time to say farewell to yet another person they had become very fond of. Although, they were used to this feeling, after so many days spent travelling together, they felt sad leaving their Gypsy host. They waved at him while starting their journey downstream. Being the middle of the night, they were the only people travelling on the Guadalquivir. The engine noise covered most of their conversation with the pilot. “Where are we going exactly?”
“Everything in good time...” He kept on saying, as good as mute...
They finally resorted to sit still and to admire the view. Seville by night was after all a delightful sight. After crossing several bridges, the city lights started to dwindle... Having left the urban area, they were seeing rice fields on both sides of the river. The boat was moving much faster than they had been used to when travelling with Beber down the river Loire... It took them less than one hundred .beats to reach the town of Nova Barrameda and the estuary. At that point, the tide had become really strong and the small boat jumped a few times over the more frequent and regular waves...
“Are we heading into town?” The passengers asked, who were hoping to get back on firm land.
“Further down...” Herlok answered simply in his usual succinct speech.
Leaving all signs of civilisation behind, they started to realize that “further down” meant going to sea... They had left the coast for a good while and the waves had become much fiercer. Looking at the diminishing shoreline lights, they started to feel really concerned with their safety. Their bags were soaked at the bottom of the dinghy, which was starting to fill with water.
“Can we return immediately to shore? We are going to drown at this rate...” Tylos shouted angrily at the pilot.
Instead of responding, he seemed to concentrate on a point ahead of them, closing his eyes slightly as he focused... Looking in the same direction, the couple could only see the dark and unwelcoming ocean, when suddenly, a small blue light started to flash at the horizon. Changing its course slightly, the boat jerked and accelerated towards the beacon. The further they advanced, the brighter the signal became. It was clearly coming from a much larger boat, looking like a fishing trawler... Out of the blue, the vessel’s floodlights blinded them and at the same time, somebody’s voice began to shout through a horn loudspeaker “Identify yourself immediately or you will be shot...” Lienar looked at her boyfriend, feeling worried for their life...
“Salam Aleikoum! This is Herlok from Rezisto... I have two mules for you today. I also have some gold...”
They were Moroccan smugglers, often used by the Rezisto Group in order to help their occasional defecting members. The unofficial name for defectors was “mules” and the cost for their passage was always in gold. Although in Unu Lando commerce and currency did no longer in exist, huge amounts of the precious metal were secretly kept in the Government’s vaults. A lot of people like Lienar’s parents also kept a small stash of jewellery and/or coins, just in case... In other countries such as Islam United, its value was incommensurable! After receiving his payment, the captain welcomed the couple onboard.
“Aleikoum Salam!”
He was a tall, dark Arab from the western coast of Morocco. This time, without them even asking, he revealed their destination: “Tangiers is only about eighty miles further South... We shall be there in time for lunch!”
The stench of rotten fish combined with the engine fumes resulted in making them feel very sick. They both vomited profusely throughout the trip.
“You Unulandians are not used to smelling petrol, I can see...” The Moroccan man said, laughing... “In our country, this is the main source of energy... We are blessed with huge underground reserves. This is a gift from Allah!”
In order to avoid the coastguards, they travelled far away from the coast through the international waters. As a result, they were unable to notice when they crossed the longitudinal line of the Gibraltar Straight. Their first sight of the coast was when they arrived in the proximity of Tangiers. It was a rugged shoreline with a sizeable city in the background. Just before entering the harbour, they stopped near the jetty where a tiny rowing boat was waiting...
“Get these clothes on quickly!” The captain said, passing them a couple of black garments...
The couple looked really confused...
“These are called burqas... In our Islamic tradition all women must cover their face and body in public...”
“But I am not a woman!” Tylos said, slightly offended.
“That’s the point!”
There was no better way to hide their identities than by dressing like two Arabic ladies... Putting on her fully clad outfit, Lienar got a bit emotional.
“What’s up darling?” He asked.
“I have a feeling I will never see Unu Lando again!” She said...
*
Meanwhile in Nova Compo, Piokarg was returning to the dome with a warrant.
“Hello again, lady...” He said to the shopkeeper.
“What is it this time? You want to know how many eggs I have sold?” She sounded exasperated...
“This, lady, is a warrant from your local Governorate, allowing me to interrogate you officially this time...”
“What do you mean interrogate me officially? It looked perfectly official to me last time...”
“You don’t understand... Is there a quiet place where we can discuss this matter more privately?”
The old lady let them come into her office with no idea of the ordeal she was about to go through...
“Gentlemen, can you please hold her right arm firmly?” The detective said, as he started his sombre ritual... The Gypsy woman screamed a few times, but soon, the effect of the chemicals started to calm her down. Nobody outside had heard anything...
“So, Mrs Ulduenar34, do you know Tylos1964 and Lienar72475?”
“No.” She bluntly replied, despite having the interrogation helmet device on...
He tried immediately with another command and question, “Do you know the two people whose purchase was recently rejected in your shop?”
“No, I don’t.” She said, leading him to increase the chemical cocktail flow in her brain... “Have you heard of the Rezisto group?”
“Yes.”
“Good! Excellent... We are progressing... Do you know who is helping these two strangers?”
“I told you... I do not know these people!”
“Lady! You are starting to annoy me... You were here when they tried to steal from your shop... You must have seen something!”
“I lied...”
His eyes opened wide and he smiled... “I know you have... Now tell me the truth my child...”
“I lied when you interrogated me last time... I was on holiday when this happened. I didn’t want you to know because I was not supposed to be off work at that time...” “What? You got to be kidding me?”
“No. I am saying the truth this time... I know absolutely nothing about these two people and nobody has ever mentioned anything about them to me apart from you!”
The detective yelled at his police colleagues in frustration “Cannot you find me someone else? I don’t care who it is. Just get me the first Gypsy you find!”
One of the police officers spoke out: “Sir, you know how difficult it is to get the authorization to interrogate someone here...”
“Ok, ok... Spare me the small talk. We’ll try another approach with the old bitch... Tell me who you know in this building that is against the Government?” He asked her slowly.
“Everyone is!”
“Now, that’s some news... Let me reward you for this great piece of information!”
He released a five hundred volt jolt into her brain. He waited for a while, until she recovered, before resuming with his questions...
“So, where were we? Ah yes... The Rezisto leader in Gypsy Town... Who is he?” He repeated the question twice, “Who is he? Lady, can you hear me? I think she is not responding... Oh dear!”
He noticed on the helmet monitor that her pulse had stopped.
“She is dead.” He said to the officers simply.
Furious not to have managed to extract any information from her, he was leaving the building when he bumped into a man who was pushing a bicycle through the dome’s entrance... He would not have paid any other attention to him if it were not for the two other bikes, which were lying on the floor outside, near an empty taxi... He had instinctively stopped when the same man came back to pick up the rest of them. “Saluton! Piorkag031, CID...” He said as the man picked up one of the bikes and suddenly threw it in his direction.
He managed to sway but not enough to avoid the back wheel, which hit him with full force in the stomach. He fell, momentarily disorientated... By the time he stood up the man had escaped inside Gypsy Town. He rushed through the entrance, pushing and shoving people out of his way, when he saw him calmly waiting for the lift on the opposite side of the mezzanine... As one of the police officers was also coming out of the supermarket at that time and was only twenty yards away from the scene, Piorkag screamed at him pointing towards his suspect “Arrest that brown moustache guy!” Gorg, seeing that he was cornered, ran towards the balustrade and, before any of his pursuant could do something, jumped over and out into the deep space of the atrium like a free bird...
“Damn!” The detective said, who knew he had lost his only hope to prevent the fugitives from leaving the country...
“They might already be in Morocco...” He thought.
* * *

Chapter V: Terra Santa
 “Allaaaaaaaah Akbarrrrr.....”
As soon as they stepped out of the fishing boat and set foot on the beach, they heard the distinctive wail of the call to prayer for the first time. It felt very strange to be in a country where everything seemed to be ruled by religion.
“Suila ce to novo guid!” The boatman, who did not speak a word of Esperanto, said in a strange dialect...
“I think he meant that we have to follow that man...”
 “Saluton, my name is Tarek. I am in touch with your friends in Paris... I understand that you want to travel to Terra Santa... I can take you there. Welcome to Morocco!”
He spoke their language with a slight accent, which they thought was charming. His olive skin, green eyes, dark moustache and contrasting immaculate white teeth made him look very attractive indeed, thought Lienar.
“First, let’s go to my place in order to get some rest. You must feel exhausted after travelling for such a long time...”
His car was old and rusty but its engine seemed to work all right. They drove past a crowded area where the traffic was chaotic and disorganized. A policeman in uniform was orchestrating the flow of cars with his baton, but unfortunately, the only music he managed to produce was a cacophonic brouhaha in which his whistle was automatically matched by the drivers’ horns and the pedestrians’ voices...
“Ti peu pa avansi avic ta voatir toa?” The driver immediately behind them shouted after bumping into their car!
“Do not worry... This is normal practice here. That is also why no one cares about their car...”
“Which language do people speak here? It sounds like French but somehow I can only understand partially what they say...” Lienar said, intrigued.
“It’s called Beur... People who used to live in the deprived suburbs of Paris have brought their slang along, when returning to Morocco during the Religious Exodus. It has stuck to this date! Although Arabic is the official language, everybody speaks Beur, especially in the streets of the big cities...”
It was interesting to witness how their own culture had been affected by the Exodus. The street where he lived was uphill and narrow. There was no sign of any underground development, thought Tylos. Houses were tall, often built over two or three storeys. Most facades were painted white. Unfortunately, the pollution was such that their initial immaculate colour had faded to a grey muck. As soon as Tarek opened his large wooden entrance door in order to let them in, the sight of a beautiful internal garden took them by surprise. As dirty looking was the outside of the house, as incredibly refined and well decorated the interior.
“Welcome to my humble house!” Their host said.
As soon as they stepped inside, a tiny manservant appeared with a recipient and started to sprinkle some strangely fragrant liquid on their hands and necks.
“Do not worry... This is orange blossom water... It is meant to cleanse your hands before handling food and make you feel refreshed...”
At the same moment, the small man insisted on giving them some fruits to eat and a hot drink.
“Khalas Mohammed. Rooh!” He shouted at the midget, who disappeared behind a door. “We have many customs in our country... Offering mint tea and dates is one of them, but I would have thought that you would rather refresh and maybe change before anything else. Therefore, please let me guide you to your rooms. By the way, young lady, feel at ease to remove your veil and your traditional woman’s outfit in this house... I will only ask you to avoid sleeping in the same bedroom. In our culture, unmarried couples are not supposed to...”
Moroccan furnishings complimented the exquisite hospitality, they thought. Tarek and his family proved to be the most delightful of all hosts. Not only did they bring up in conversation a very interesting debate about cultural differences between Islam United and Unu Lando’s laic regime, but they also complimented the perfect evening by throwing the most sumptuous supper! Even Tylos admitted that he had enjoyed his tagine more than his favourite Kompleta Suko...
“Will you excuse me? We have to wake up early tomorrow in order to catch our train...” Their host said before retiring to his room with his wife. The young couple stayed a bit longer, savouring some delicious Moroccan sweets washed down by yet another glass of the ultra-sweet mint tea...
“Good night then...” Lienar said, leaving her bedroom door ajar and giving her boyfriend a discrete wink...
Despite their host’s warning, the temptation to experience romance in such a sensually charged environment was too strong for her will and he was even weaker than her...
*
Despite covering all of his body including his head with an old sail, Tylos was not able to hide from the sun. Penetrating the fabric through the tiny needle sized holes between its threads, UVs were like rays of fire inside his makeshift tent, piercing like hot spears on his bare skin... Adding to the anxiety of being stranded at sea, and all alone on a precarious raft made of bamboo sticks and scrap wood, he was feeling hot and dizzy. For some reason, the waves were becoming increasingly bigger. He could feel his embarkation going up and down at an alarming pace. Suddenly sensing the tip of his boat plunge into the abyss, he peeped outside of his shelter to see just what was happening. He soon realized that he was at the very bottom of a huge tidal wave, measuring at least one hundred feet high! Adding to the horrific vision, it sounded even scarier than it looked... A howling wind hissed and screamed into his ears...
 “Allaaaaaaaah Akbarrrrr.....” He heard upon waking up briskly.
It was the morning prayer... He was trapped under the bed sheets with Lienar on one side, sweating despite the mild ambient temperature. Recovering from his nightmare, he heard a sudden knock on the door.
“Breakfast is served...” He heard his host say.
Once they were both awake, he sneaked back into his room in order to get dressed. He emerged again only a moment later, and went downstairs where a sumptuous tray of pastries and fruits was awaiting them. After eating their fill, Tarek came and sat with them for a while.
“You disobeyed me last night... Be very careful! You should not treat the situation so casually. I personally don’t care about what you do, but my servants, who are very religious people, do. God knows what could happen if they decided to report the incident to the Religious Police...”
“The Religious Police?” Lienar asked.
“Yes, they are called Mutawas. They are easily recognisable because of the very short white thobes they wear and their huge beards. If they heard that two unmarried strangers were sleeping in the same bedroom under my roof, I would probably be thrown in jail as your host and you two would end up being stoned to death... So, please from now on, behave yourselves! I need you to be ready downstairs with your bags as soon as possible. And don’t forget to wear your burqa!”
“It must have been a magnificent building once...” Thought Tylos when they arrived at the station, which sadly had seen better days.
Wrought iron intricate arabesque designs, which used to cover the entire facade, had been left to rust, unmaintained...
“You will find plenty of areas like this along the way... Unfortunately, since our nation’s peak in the early part of the Century when the whole World was addicted to our oil, our society has kept on declining. Instead of modernising Islam, our leaders have chosen to Islamise modernity, hence the weirdly resulting Modern Middle Ages era that you are currently witnessing...”
Although he was a strong advocate of his Islamic traditions, Tarek was very critical of his government.
“Troa ticki por Marrakesh silvopli...” He told the ticketing officer.
Despite the fairly modern design, the interiors of the train were like the front of the station: old and tatty...
“It was built by the French seventy years ago... It’s old but it is still pretty fast!” He whispered.
The journey between Tangiers and Marrakesh was roughly three hundred and eighty miles and it only took half a day, despite a prolonged stop in Casablanca.
“I do not know how we can ever thank you for all this...” Tylos said rather loudly, not realising he was speaking Esperanto aloud.
Other passengers who overheard him talking in a strange language looked at him briefly, but eventually lost interest... Speaking very softly in order not to be heard by anyone, their host said “Do not repeat this ever again! You are meant to be an Arabic woman for God’s sake...”
Avoiding speaking for the rest of the journey, they focussed on the scenery. This part of Morocco was not so different than some areas of Spain they had recently visited, except for a lack of towns and villages. On one side of the train, they could only see cultivated fields and on the other, the sea and desert beaches... They stopped in a couple of small stations before reaching Rabat, the Capital... From their seat, the old city looked like any other Moroccan town, and so did Casablanca a bit later, which was not so white anymore... From there, the train took an inland route, veering away from the ocean. The scenery changed almost instantly, introducing grey and rocky desert plains. The same monotonous and unremarkable landscape remained as such until they were much closer to their destination. Then, some beautiful mountains started to show their majestic profile at the horizon... As well, the colour of the ground suddenly turned red. The train passed near some amazing properties, built in the traditional Moroccan style and boasting hundreds of palm trees in their magnificent gardens. An increasing amount of buildings, randomly scattered around, announced the outskirts of the city. All houses in this region seemed to be clad with the same red bricks, which contrasted so perfectly with the crisp blue sky and the green tree leaves.
“Welcome to the Red City!” Tarek said as the train finally arrived.
The station was very busy, but in a very different way than Tangiers’. A lot more men were wearing traditional hooded garments. Some of them also wore ultramodern sunglasses, clashing with their Moroccan outfits. Marrakesh appeared to be the scene of a strange amalgam of cultures. On their way out, Tylos could not stop focusing on the magnificent stained glass entrance gate with an embedded mock moucharabieh design. Unfortunately, half of it was surprisingly cracked...
“Sadly, we have had many earthquakes in this region recently...” Their host said after noticing Tylos’ fixated eyes on the damaged panels.
“I have some business to conduct here with an old friend of mine who kindly invited us to stay in his place overnight... We will take the first train to Tarfaya tomorrow morning. Meanwhile, let’s enjoy being in this magical place!” He explained as they were walking towards the taxi station.
“Bojou m’sie! Ouvatu?” A one-eyed taxi driver asked where they were going, with an obvious forced smile, unveiling several missing teeth...
“Place Djemaa el Fna.”
On their way, they passed in front of the old city’s gates and finally arrived in front of a huge square where hundreds of merchants’ stalls seemed to be swarming with Arab tourists. They followed their Moroccan friend through the crowded streets of the old city. Thinking that they were all Arabs, several shopkeepers asked them to buy something by talking to them in their own language... Tarek had to intervene several times when their insistence prompted risky situations when the two phoney Moroccan women were not even responding to insults and mockery. He even resorted to telling people that they were his deaf relatives... Although the walk to his friend’s house through the medieval maze was a mind-blowing experience, fear never left Tylos and Lienar’s minds. They felt swallowed by a crowd of men and women with scrutinising eyes, ready to unveil their true identities.
“Ahlan wa sahlan! Welcome!” His friend was an older gentleman dressed in a traditional Moroccan dress.
His name was Kamal. As per the local customs, they were immediately served some refreshments and later on were escorted to their respective bedrooms. This time, the two lovers had no intention of breaking the rules. While the two men spent the rest of the afternoon together talking in the traditional seating room, the young couple was served a copious lunch, which they took at a table in the indoor patio. Afterwards, they immersed themselves, body and soul, in the local culture by taking a long and lonely nap. If it were not for the call of the evening prayer, they would have never woken up... “Come and have a cup of tea with me my friends.” Tarek said when he saw them on their way to the indoor garden again.
“How can we ever thank you enough for all that you are doing for us?” Tylos asked politely.
“Do not worry about that! My links with the Rezisto group date back a very long time. As I told you already, Tarkel and I have been friends for many years. You see, I am also a resistant in my country and against my own regime. Our group and yours share similar ideas and our collaboration is essential if we want the World to change...”
He continued to tell them how the King of Saudi Arabia had become the supreme leader of Islam United just after the Muslim Nations’ unification and the Nuclear War in the Middle East, “The Saudis have forced our entire people to follow their barbaric and archaic Wahabist principles... We, Moroccans, have always been a tolerant people... The current regime is annihilating the essence of our very soul. You understand? Anyway, I could ramble on the whole day on this subject... Let’s talk about more pleasant things. What about if I take you for a walk in one of my favourite parts of the city? There is a small place in the most remote part of the Souk where they sell musical instruments... If we are lucky, they might even play some music for us...”
So, off they went again, courageously venturing into the swarming lanes... In the evening hours, the ancient quarters seemed to be even more crowded. The streets were so jam-packed that it was even difficult sometimes to follow their guide. He lead them through so many twists and turns that it didn’t take long before they had completely lost all their bearings. After a while, they found themselves walking in a much quieter area where none of the numerous Arab tourists had ventured.
“Here we are! My favourite Marrakesh hangout...”
Four or five shops, which all seemed to sell the same Arabic musical instruments, surrounded a tiny square with barely any passersby.
“Remember not to speak!”
They entered one of the shops. A one-eyed merchant who looked at least a hundred years old greeted them with a frail voice “Salam Aleikoum!”
Tarek started to discuss with the old man in his language. The walls were covered with beautifully ornamented guitars and flutes... Eventually, the shopkeeper started to play a tune with one of the wind instruments. It sounded like a cross between a trumpet and a violin... Amazingly, their friend grabbed one of the Arabic guitars and started to play the same song. Together, they managed to produce the most atmospheric and eerie sound, thought Lienar. Seeing how much they were enjoying it, he bought a tiny piccolo for them to keep as a souvenir...
“Thank you so much!” She said, as they were coming out.
“This will be for your children...” He smiled and so did Tylos, looking into her eyes... For the first time since they had left Unu Lando and despite their cumbersome disguise, they had completely forgotten about their fugitives’ condition. They were both experiencing how great it must have felt to be a European tourist, when millions of them used to visit this old city during better days...
“I think I have fallen in love with Marrakesh!” She said aloud when suddenly a stranger’s voice echoed her own...
“In love with Marrakesh? How romantic! Lienar72475, Tylos1964, you are under arrest!”
A terribly scary red-haired man in a long coat was standing behind them... As Piorkag approached the young couple ready to handcuff them, Tarek punched him in the face with extreme violence.
“Run!” He shouted at them.
At the same time, one of the two bodyguards, who were with the detective, grabbed both of his arms while the other attempted to stun him with a taser gun. But just as he was pressing the trigger, the Moroccan fighter kicked him in the groin and managed to free one of his arms. He then plunged sideways and hit the man who was still holding part of him in the face with his elbow. With the two men laying on the floor and momentarily incapacitated, he focused on their boss who was still recovering on the floor. Piorkag felt he could no longer breathe as his assailant was kneeling on his chest and strangling him at the same time. Although he put all his heart into it, he did not manage to push his attacker away. He felt dizzy as two strong expert hands were not only preventing him to inhale but were also pressing on his carotid arteries with their thumbs, hence stopping the supply of oxygenated blood flow to his brain. In a lapse of lucidity, he reached for his left ankle. Tarek, who was determined to kill the detective, kept on focussing on his neck and was not too bothered when his left hand started to go loose. He felt his prey dying, when suddenly, a massive pain made his entire body jolt! As a warm liquid started gushing out of his side and a burning sensation set his abdomen alight, he knew he was going to die. Despite the knife severing his kidney and liver, he kept on pressing as hard as he could on his foe’s neck, but his vision began suddenly to fade away. A chill in his spine and the urge to throw up marked the final moment when his eyes filled with a dark liquid, making all light and all thoughts disappear... Tylos and Lienar looked in horror as the red-haired assassin pushed their friend’s body to one side and stood up, looking in their direction... At that moment all the shop keepers, who had witnessed the scene in disbelief, started to jump on the detective and on his two accomplices, screaming “Hashshashin! Hashshashin!”
As the couple turned around and began to run, they heard the same ice cold voice, who had called their name earlier, say “We shall never stop hunting you... Your only chance to escape is to die!”
They ran as fast and as far as they could, until they found themselves in a dark street corner where they entered the porch of an old building.
“What are we going to do now?” Lienar whispered, in tears...
“We have no choice but to try to find our way back to Kamal’s house...”
“We will never remember the way and besides, we don’t even know how his street is called. If only we hadn’t left our gold in our bags...”
At that moment, the young man produced the small bag containing the coins...
“I didn’t trust the servants in the last house...”
Left with no other choice but to flee, they managed to find their way out of the Medina and eventually to the train station.
“Deux tickets pour Tarfaya!”
“Tarfaya? Ci loin... Cavati couti chir!”
The ticketing agent was calculating the fare to Tarfaya, the last port town before Terra Santa.
“Sacoute sonvin Dinars Islamic...”
She placed one of her gold coins on the counter in front of him. It was worth at least twenty times what he was asking for... The expression on his face changed immediately, greed becoming clearly the focus of his mind. Surprisingly, he knew exactly what a gold sovereign looked like and most importantly how much it was worth.
“Un d’plus siltipli!”
Reluctantly, she gave him the second coin he was asking for and in return, they got their tickets at last... After waiting for a while inside the station, they managed to board the next train to Agadir, where they had to wait for another one, which was bound to their final destination. Luckily, all the announcements were made in Pidgin French, which she partially understood. Including the transit time, the journey took them most of the night, which proved to be the quietest and best time to travel. However, neither of them slept, constantly fearing to be found out. Fortunately, nobody spoke to them, not even the controllers who simply checked their tickets without a word being said between them... Upon their early morning arrival, they found the small town empty. Yet again, although they struggled to find their way to the port without anyone to ask, it proved much better for them in the long run. Finally, after three excruciatingly long weeks, they reached the harbour, which was the last firm ground area they were steeping on before Terra Santa. They felt compelled to get into the first departing boat when they noticed some fishermen repairing their nets on a small trawler...
“Salut! Capitaine?” She asked one of the men.
Stopping what he was doing, one of the men looked at the two pretend women in front of him and laughed, suddenly addressing them in perfect Esperanto... “I am the captain and if you don’t mind, stop pretending you’re from around here! We can spot an Unulandian easily when we see one, especially with those sort of shoes...” He pointed at Tylos’s obvious men’s footwear.
After climbing aboard, they followed him into his cabin, where he explained that they were not the first people trying to escape to Terra Santa via Tarfaya...
“Everyone who wants to go there, first comes through here... This year only, you must be my fifth group!”
After discussing the modalities, the captain settled for three gold coins... It was probably a hundred times more than he would have normally made through the very best fishing campaign. He shouted at his men in Arabic, telling them to stop mending their nets and to set sail at once. The wind blowing in their face, the petrol fumes and the rotten fish smell did not deter them this time. They kept their heads up as they were leaving the small harbour... Looking behind them, they watched the land of Morocco and Islam United disappear slowly. The only thing they were able to smell from then on was freedom! Tylos felt the accumulated exhaustion get the better of him and closed his eyes for a short moment until he heard a charming sound... Lienar was playing a tune on Tarek’s piccolo...
*
Formally known as La Palma, Terra Santa was the furthest point amongst the seven main Canary Islands. As such, it was designated to become one of the Christian Enclaves during the Religious Exodus. Although there were many other potential destinations, it gained popularity amongst the younger generations and the regime’s dissidents. Hence, approximately half a million people had dwelled permanently on the island since 2040. From time to time, it was still not completely unknown for new refugees to show up at the main port of Santa Cruz. It was customary for the population to welcome newcomers and to assist them with their integration process. The journey took them a day and a night, during which they spent the most part sleeping or being sick. They also managed to see other Canary Islands such as Fuerteventura, Gran Canaria, Tenerife and La Gomera, which they passed on the way... But nothing was more spectacular than the sight of the beautiful Terra Santa! Covered with green vegetation, the mountains surrounding the main town gave the impression of being painted against the blue sky background. The harbour was only slightly bigger than the one they had left the morning before in Tarfaya.
“Islamic boats are usually not welcome in this part of the Canary Islands... They must still remember the Moors... So, be ready for a bumpy ride! I will refuel in La Gomera where Arabs are welcome, especially those with gold coins... So I will drop you here and go...”
But although they had been warned by the captain, they were utterly surprised when an armed patrol boat stopped them before they even reached the main jetty.
“Stop your engine immediately and state the purpose of your visit!” An officer, equipped with a horn loudspeaker, shouted.
“We have two Unulandian refugees onboard...” Their Moroccan captain said.
As soon as the word refugee was heard, the coastguards contacted their superiors, who subsequently granted their access immediately. On the other hand, the Moroccan vessel was not allowed to enter the harbour as predicted by the captain. Hence, the young couple had to climb aboard the new ship at sea, which was a fairly difficult manoeuvre. Terrorist attacks from Islamic fundamentalists were still in people’s mind...
“Welcome aboard! We haven’t had people coming from Unu Lando for a very long time! My family is also from Europe and so are most people in Terra Santa. Your accents sound very English... Would you be from Nolondo by any chance?”
The officer was overly polite. Strangely, he smiled when they confirmed where they were coming from and stated their names... He called his base in order to give them advance warning about his special cargo: “Tylos1964 and Linear72475...”
He repeated their names twice as if the person at the other end had not heard it the first time. When they moored in the main harbour, several onlookers watched them climbing onto the pontoon.
“Welcome to both of you!” They heard someone say...
It felt as if the word of their arrival had already been spread across the whole island. The office of the coastguards was in an old townhouse, facing the port directly. The officer, who had escorted them from the boat to the building, knocked on the Chief’s door.
“Do come in, please!” A croaky old voice said with a strong upper class British accent. “My dear fellows... How wonderful it is to finally meet you! May I offer you a glass of sherry?”
The head of Terra Santa’s coastguards was a true gentleman. He made sure that they were comfortable before discussing their refugee status.
“Somehow my dears, I must admit that your arrival is not a total surprise to me... In fact it has already been publically announced by your Rezisto friends with whom we keep a constant contact. Must I say that news of your exploits has already swept across the entire island and your names rhyme with courage and bravery...”
Unknowingly, they had become a symbol of hope for the entire Rezisto group of people. Amidst all the authorities’ efforts to clamp down on the rebellious organisation, the mere fact that they had managed to slip through their net was perceived as a big slap in the Government’s face. Tylos had become particularly notorious for being the only member of the commando that had perpetrated the attack on the Ministry of Interior Headquarters to be still on the loose... Despite official news bulletins bragging about the successful arrests of all the terrorists and the dismantlement of their network, information about his escape had leaked. Even with the media under full governmental control, the few remaining Rezisto leaders had exposed his story to as many people as they could. The snowballing effect had been huge! Tylos had reached cult status in Unu Lando, but he had also gathered fame and notoriety further afield. Terra Santa had always kept its ties with the continent through people’s connections and also through a permanent dialogue with the Rezisto group. Consequently, it had been a well-known fact that a young fugitive couple was on their way to the island. Although their purpose had not been divulgated yet, the people of Terra Santa were willing to help. Welcoming Unulandian dissidents had become a civil duty for the small nation, which had accepted this role on the very first day of becoming a Religious Enclave.
*
She had never seen the young man with long black hair anywhere else but in a dream... The first thing Trish did when she woke up was to fix herself a good cup of strong coffee. Although she knew how bad it was for her health, she lit up one of the small locally produced cigarillos she enjoyed so much. Looking out from the balcony of her apartment, she had a perfect view on the harbour... After a sip of the hot drink and a long drag of blue smoke, she felt as if someone had just switched the power on. The combined caffeine and nicotine influx aroused her inquisitive mind. At last, she began to think!
“What was that about?” She always wondered about the meaning of her dreams in the mornings...
As she tried to remember all the details, she was not able to associate the good looking man she had dreamed of with anything she had seen or heard before.
“Think Trish!” She was mentally encouraging herself to reconnect the pieces of the puzzle, when she thought of a strange story she had heard when watching the news the night before...
Apparently two fugitives fleeing Unu Lando after perpetrating a terrorist attack against governmental facilities, were on their way to Terra Santa. The journalist even showed the picture of one of them: a handsome dark haired man...
“That’s it!” She thought, when her mind was distracted by a strange occurrence at sea near the main jetty...
The coastguards looked like they were blocking the way of a fishing boat trying to enter the port... What was that about, she thought? Facing the sea was one of the best things in her uncomplicated life... As a single person, even though she managed to occupy herself by teaching art in one of Santa Cruz’s secondary schools, finding something to do during week-ends was not always easy. Watching the harbour didn’t make her life complete but it helped to cut right through the boredom... She picked up a pair of binoculars and started to watch the strange scene occurring only a mile away at sea. She noticed that two people were being transferred from one vessel to another.
“What’s going on?”
Capturing all her attention, the strange incident had stayed in her mind the whole morning. She was still thinking about it, whilst fixing herself yet another cup of coffee, when her terrestrial phone rang... VS devices were thus far not yet introduced in this, less modernised country.
“Oh, hello Chief! What a surprise... I was just watching one of your boats apprehending people outside the harbour an hour ago... What can I do for you?”
Although she was not fully sure why the Chief of the Coastguards himself was asking her to come to the station on a Sunday morning, it was something to do! She had met him a couple of times already at some friends’ gatherings and he might have needed her to paint a mural in his office, she thought. Selling her art helped her pay for the cigarettes and drinks... After putting one of her favourite dresses on, she tiptoed down the hill, in her high heels. The wind almost blew her hat away... Holding it with one hand and her bag with the other, she arrived at the coastguards’ station a few minutes later.
“I am here to see the Chief!” Tylos heard a feminine voice say to the secretary, outside of the office where they had been patiently waiting...
Suddenly, his heart stopped when a beautifully dressed woman in her mid forties came into the room. He couldn’t stop admiring how gracefully she walked... Her green eyes lit her face like emeralds on a diamond tiara. She graciously swept away a lock of hair that had fallen from under her hat onto her face. It was red!
“Trish, I do not know where to start dear... Err... This gentleman right here is called Tylos... He claims to be your son! I know this doesn’t make much sense to me at all but...”
“Stop! Please...” She interrupted right through his speech...
She then looked at the young man in front of her, examining him silently.
“My boy is dead! Still, he has got the very same name...” She thought, feeling suddenly dizzy and having to sit down.
“How old are you?” She muttered.
Accordingly, a conversation between the presumed mother and her son started. After an extraordinary recollection of long forgotten and sometimes painful events, Trish had made up her mind...
“Tylos... I believe you are my son!” She finally said after verifying one final detail... Finding a scar on his skull near his right temple had substantiated his identity, bringing back the awful memory of her baby’s crushed head after the fatal car crash, which had killed her husband and had left her son for dead. She explained to the astonished trio how at the time, they were active Rezisto members, involved in a car chase with the police. After the ensuing accident, she had been told all along that her family had been instantaneously killed. She had barely survived herself, spending several weeks in the hospital from where she eventually recovered and escaped... Being reunited with Tylos was something she would have never expected. It was a dream come true... Lienar and even the Chief shed a tear or two as the reunited mother and son hugged and kissed for the first time. After their emotional reunion, Trish invited her son and his girlfriend to stay temporarily in her flat with her, before arranging a permanent dwelling for them through a very well organised Terra Santa democratically elected administration. Although Terrasantarians hated to admit, apart from the Gregorian calendar and the Coordinated Universal Time, which they had kept, they had been strongly inspired by Unu Lando’s way of life. Likewise, they had kept the Market Economy and its business principles at bay. Instead, society relied primarily on a non-monetary barter system where people received coupons for their work, but also for their services and products. Work was not optional, it was mandatory! Everybody had to fulfil their individual quota of labour hours in order to enable the state to provide people with everything required to cover their basic needs. Food, housing, utilities, healthcare, basic clothing, public transportation, education, domestic telecommunication and even local wine and cigars were freely available. Everything else was extra, hence the need for coupons... On their way back to Trishear’s home, all of the island’s church bells had started to toll, ahead of the Sunday mass. The eerie sound along with the sight of an old couple in their seventies holding hands and of young children playing in the streets of Santa Cruz made both Tylos and Lienar feel sad. They realized how much their own society had stolen from its people. The simplest things such as love and fun had totally disappeared from Unu Lando. When they entered the small building where his mum lived, everything looked very old to them, yet very clean and well maintained. They followed her up the stairs to the third and last floor where they eventually found her small but very nicely decorated flat. They immediately fell in love with the place, which was temporarily going to be their home. Kindly, Trish had decided to let them use her own bedroom, while she was going to sleep on the sofa. Everything, which people in Terra Santa used to take for granted, was new to them. Small things like not to have to report for daily VS checkpoints were real luxury... After just a few days, they had settled down very happily. Trish and Tylos had spent a considerable amount of this time together, catching up for the lost time. A lot of things had happened in their respective lives during the sixteen years they had been separated from each other... Thus, he learned how his father, a brilliant neuroscientist, had refused to let his research be used for the wrong purpose by the Unulandian Government. He listened avidly as his mother told him how his dad had eventually become an activist and also sadly about the circumstances that had led to his death.
“My darling... You have the same spark in your eyes as your father... You look so much like him it’s scary! I wish you do something with your life that would make your dad proud...” She once said, suggesting that he started a successful career as well.
As a very pragmatic person, she wanted her son to achieve more than she had in her own life as a mere single woman.
“Our system provides people with all the basic things they require. This is good in a way, but I have also seen with my own eyes how this has encouraged some people to become lazy. Those who feel satisfied with their mediocre lot have no motivation to perform better. They drag the system down. I personally sell some artwork on top of my regular teaching job... I bet that with your qualifications, work placement officers will have no problem finding you something interesting to do. But if you want to better yourself, you will have to find something extra. Think about it!”
Although he found his mother’s motivations shallow and superficial, he agreed that it was time for him to do something big with his life. During the weeks that followed, as they settled down, their local administration sorted out a very nice flat for them in a semi-rural location on the outskirts of town. They also started to work, he as an architect for the Municipality Town Planning Department and her as a seismologist in the Centre for Geological Research. Although living together as an unmarried couple was tolerated at first, they soon felt strong peer pressure to join their local church group and consider marriage. While she was not so adverse to the idea of getting married, he didn’t want to be coerced into becoming a Christian for the wrong reasons...
“Darling... We have fought the laic system in our own country because we felt no government should impose on people what they should believe or not... Now we are here, exactly the same situation occurs but in reverse order! I am not sure if I am ready to embrace Christianity and as a matter of fact if I will ever be... Religion should be a personal choice, not a duty!”
Yet only at the blossoming stage, Tylos’ convictions became stronger as time elapsed. Instead of finding some extra work as his mother had suggested, he settled for his own philosophical research. Gold being also considered a highly sought-after commodity in Terra Santa, they had managed to improve their life standards considerably without the need for additional duties. Slowly reflecting on his life experience and travels, he began to contemplate his own form of religion. All leading forms of monotheist faiths that he knew of, such as Islam, Judaism and Christianity had one thing in common. They were all based on centuries old belief systems, supporting similar ideas of a unique entity, responsible for the creation of the Universe and of everything in it, including human beings. Throughout his life in Unu Lando, like millions of his fellow country men and women, he had suffered because of a lack of freedom. According to what he had seen in religious societies, rules and conformism were the pillars of the social order. God fearing principles and “good versus evil” codes of conduct were at the core of populace’s indoctrination. On a psychological standpoint, these strategies were deemed to instil many Gestalts in people’s minds. As a free thinker, he wanted simply to find a way to assimilate greater freedom within a totally new belief system, hence eradicating the current societal status quo where too many rules broke the very essence of happiness. For that reason, he devised his own new religion, called Se.
*
Meaning “self”, Se was a philosophy based on the power of each individual. In other words, it encouraged people to believe that they were their own God. It also implied that the World was merely alive in someone’s mind. The thinking process was the catalyst bringing anything and everything to exist. Whatever it was, whether past, future or present, whether being an object, a living creature or God himself, or even whether it was the recollection of someone’s memory upon waking in the morning, it was all in the mind... By the same token, it was logical to assume that nothing existed outside of our own psyche. Se implied that we were the unique creator of our own world. It was totally irrelevant to bother ourselves worrying about who had created us and the universe. Thus, we self-created ourselves and everything around us every time we switched from unconsciousness to consciousness, not too dissimilarly to a computer being switched on and off. Accepting that simple fact was the backbone of Tylos’ ideology. The next important step was to negate the importance of what we perceived as being the past and what we imagined could become our future. Considering the state of oblivion, which people experienced while sleeping, time did not exist in the realm of nothingness... Since we instantly came out of it during the awakening process or went back into it when falling asleep, the past and the future were time-related periods, which existed only during our conscious day, not before and not after! Since, by definition, our conscious mind could only operate in the present time, it was fair to say that the past and the future were pure decorum, designed to get us going. Without it, there would have simply been no point to breathe... Focussing on the present moment was the key and breathing was the primordial essence to life. In his philosophy, all of the bodily functions were sacred and important factors, as they only occurred in the present time. Postponing the inevitable results by fasting or by adhering to abstinence was against human nature. It was mandatory to avoid self-harming in any manner, unless it was in view to commit suicide, which was a personal choice. The only satisfactory way of life was to seek pleasure, regardless of morality... There was no need for “good and evil” principles to be set in stone societal precepts. What was necessary was to differentiate between what was good or bad for oneself. The only possible reason why harming others for no reasons at all was wrong was because it would have produced some negative emotions to the perpetrator. By the same token, harming small children whatever the reasons was wrong. On the other hand, hurting people who had made one suffer was totally right! Turning the other cheek was sheer stupidity and vengeance was the only logical response to violence. It was perfectly all right to steal or to kill if the person being stolen from or being killed deserved it. It was all right to covet one’s neighbours’ belongings or to commit adultery as long as it was not harming oneself or anyone who did not deserve it. Since the concept of afterlife literally meant after life, as such implying hypothetical projection, there was absolutely no point in worrying about it. It was actually self-harming to even consider the idea...
*
“Se – The Twenty Commandments” was first self-published on the 26th of November 2084 by Tylos in a journal, which started to circulate in Terra Santa first, followed by Islam United, Unu Lando, Chinkordia and even the United Americas, through various dissident organizations linked to the Rezisto group.
--
My mind is the sole creator of my universe.
I believe I am my own and only God.
I worship myself! I have total faith in myself!
The past and the future are an illusion of the mind.
Focussing on the present time is the only way.
Breathing well is crucial.
Respecting bodily functions is essential.
Fasting and abstinence are unnecessary hindrances to life.
Self-harming is forbidden unless in view to commit suicide, which is a personal choice.
The only way of life is to constantly seek pleasure.
Morality should not be observed, as it brings mental limits, hindrances to free-thinking process.
There is no good or evil, no right & wrong. There is only what is good or bad for me!
Harming others for no reason is wrong.
Harming children whatever the reason is wrong.
Vengeance is the only response to violence.
It is all right to steal from or to kill people who deserve it.
There is nothing such as afterlife!
There is no Heaven & Hell...
There is no Devil either.
I must live my life instead of dying alive.
--
The weather had changed and although most of the days were still sunny and dry, the temperature had dropped right down, especially at night when the occasional frost had started to turn the morning dew into infinitesimal ice crystals. The colour of the town itself seemed to have changed as well... Red and gold started to appear inside of people’s homes and also on the front doors and windows of shops. Something that, neither he nor Lienar, had ever experienced in their life before, was unveiling its rich tradition and festive skews... It was Christmas! Also at work and even in the streets of Santa Cruz, they both noticed a change in people. Doors were kept opened for longer. Smiling had become contagious as well. Everything around them announced the celebration of the birth of Jesus Christ. Not familiar with this custom, neither of them had thought to bring any presents to his mother’s house on Christmas Eve... The lady had decorated her apartment with painted pine cones and leaves that she had gathered herself during her mountain walks. They ate an amazing chicken dinner with small fried potatoes, a vinegary salad and a rich cake for pudding... They drank a lot of wine and a very special brandy, costing at least ten coupons. They also indulged in smoking cigars at the end of the meal.
“There is a present for each of you, which we are meant to open after Midnight, but before that, I want to take you to church where a special mass is being held...”
Being a religious festival, it would not have been complete without it, thought Tylos, as they passed through the entrance porch of the Church of Santo Domingo... Although some of the paintings, depicting various stages in the life of Jesus Christ, were breathtakingly immortalising his status as a prophet, the way people put all their heart into praying for his soul was even more extraordinary, according to Tylos. There was a strange smell of old wooden doors and benches, mixed with rare burning frankincense, which was imported from Islam United at great cost. But beyond all, the liturgical chants and hymns were where the strongest display of the people’s faith lay. Their voices, accompanied by solemn organ music, filled and surrounded the entire church’s nave. It was only towards the end of the ceremony when everybody shook his or her neighbour’s hand in a peace sharing gesture that Tylos felt even more compelled to promote the philosophy of Se...
“One day, that special spark will glow in every living person’s eyes in the realm of Se...” He thought, as the service ended.
As soon as the people began to leave the sanctuary, he felt all a sudden dizziness. His head seemed to be shaking sidewise, blurring his vision slightly. Too much wine, he thought, when he noticed a panic stricken crowd on the move around him. Screams and cries mixed with a roaring tremble echoed and bounced from the walls directly into his vibrating eardrums.
“What is that?” He said aloud as the mixed sensations continued to unnerve him and others.
“That...” Said Lienar, who did not appear to be scared like the rest of them... “That, is a five point two on the Richter Scale!”
*
The earthquake had prompted her to be very busy and to spend an increasing amount of time either at work in her office or in the field, collecting samples for analysis. As she had explained to him, Terra Santa was one of the seven islands, forming the volcanic archipelago known as the Canary Islands. It had its own volcano: The Cumbre Vieja. Unfortunately, it was not just something interesting to watch... It was also and by far the most unstable environment, which carried the highest geological risk on the Planet. A fault, which each and every tremor kept on stretching, was slowly pushing one huge part of the island into the ocean. If the worst happened, and half of the caldera slid down, it was supposed to create a tidal wave so large that it would destroy all the coastal areas of Western Africa, Western Unu Lando and also United Americas’ East Coast. In the wake of such a possible global catastrophe, Se became even more relevant. Whilst even in Terra Santa where the vast Christian majority turned to the church for solace, a growing minority of people displayed strong interest in Tylos’ newly introduced philosophy. As the same phenomenon began to happen overseas, especially in places where people were prone not only to accept but also to seek change, Se grasped a sizeable global audience... Tylos himself became a well-known character. He wrote several widely read articles, gave many extensively broadcast interviews and participated in numerous televised and controversial debates.
*
Several years had passed since he had left Unu Lando as a young freedom fighter. After the notorious attack on the Ministry of Interior HQ building, he had reached the status of a cult hero amongst other Rezisto group members. Relocating to Terra Santa in order to find his mother had proved to be a wise move. Using the island as a base, he had begun to lobby with other resistant groups from all around the World. Custodian of his own religious philosophy Se, Tylos’s status had grown from that of a simple man to becoming a fully-fletched guru. Starting with a few thousands adepts in the major capital cities, his cause had taken the planet by storm. By 2087, his followers were thought to be hundreds of thousands... Although Se did not carry the same connotations as the other mainstream religions with their rituals and places of worship, Unu Lando’s Government leaders feared and despised it. Since its followers observed its precepts in the comfort of their own homes, clamping down on them was an impossible task. Hence, they started a campaign of tracking them down through their VS Devices’ daily checkpoints. As a result, people began to flee. Helped by the Rezisto group network, most of them travelled and relocated to Terra Santa. From merely a little over a million people in 2084, the island’s population had doubled by the end of 2089. Furthermore, the newcomers had led to a drastic change in their host society... Se took over Christianity to become the most popular religion on the island. As a result, in 2090, at the age of twenty-five, Tylos became Terra Santa’s President following a truly democratic election campaign. Unfortunately, his mother who had always pushed him to better himself had died of cancer, not even being able to share part of his success... Her passing away had affected him to the point where he neglected Lienar for a while, spending most of his time at work or alone in his study. Despite being officially married in a civil ceremony, their relationship was not what it used to be before being President. In order not to lose him, she had given him his first son, Urik... Unfortunately, his extremely busy life did not leave him much time to enjoy his growing family... As a Head of State, a religious guru and the shadowing leader of the Rezisto group, he had become the biggest threat ever faced in history by Unu Lando’s rulers...
*
One morning towards the end of his first year in power, he heard some shocking news from one of his advisers, “Sir... I have received some really disturbing information from our Nolondo’s office... Apparently, Unu Lando’s Defense Minister has instructed two of its nuclear submarines, which were patrolling in the Mediterranean Sea to regroup immediately in a position less than a hundred nautical miles from Santa Cruz... Our correspondent in Morocco has also informed us that several Islam United warships have arrived in the port of Tarfaya last night... Now, there are also some unverified rumours of an American aircraft carrier being on its way here... At this stage, I do not know much more than this, but I reckon we could be in for a little action...”
“Get the Supreme Council ready in my office in one hour! I need to think about the situation alone before meeting with anyone...” The President said, who had always been fully aware of the political risks associated with his rule.
The diplomatic rift between Terra Santa and Unu Lando had always been unavoidable. However, the fact that other nations, such as Islam United and more surprisingly even United Americas, had also leagued against him was a not only an utter surprise but the worst, nightmarish scenario he could think of.
“Information is now filtering to us quite freely... We are now certain that an attack on Terra Santa is imminent. Because of the island’s topology it is doubtful that they’ll use ground troops at this stage. Nevertheless, we have already covered this possibility by protecting all of the coastal access points with heavy artillery. Air strikes though are their more likely tactic... This strategy has been used in many similar situations in the past. Unfortunately, we do not possess missile shields defence systems. Our only chances are to hide underground in purpose built shelters, in people’s cellars, or even in natural caves... Synchronized shelling on the Island would probably kill many people but, most worryingly, it would also wipe out our artillery entirely, hence opening the door to a ground offensive...” The Defence Minister had delivered a sombre yet fairly realistic picture of the situation.
“What about nuclear strikes?” Tylos inquired, thinking of an even worse possibility... “Well sir, I cannot rule this out since, at the moment, the enemy is maintaining such a big distance from the island that they would be safe if they decided to take that route. We live in such a small place, that this would have devastating effects on the population. It would result in seventy-five percent casualties minimum! But although it would bring an instantaneous end to our regime, there could be a small risk to dislodge Cumbre Vieja, which as everyone knows would be much more of a problem to them than an opposing government...”
The thought of sitting on such a time bomb was unbearable...
“I want to make sure about this... Let’s consult with my wife and her boss! They know more about the volcano than anyone else.” He told his aide.
*
Professor Alangert was an eminent volcanologist who had been established in Terra Santa for over twenty years. He knew better than anybody the risks associated with the Island’s volcano...
“A single nuclear strike would be unlikely to dislodge the entire Western flank of the mountain, unless of course if the explosion occurred in the precise location where the fault is at its weakest point...”
Tylos pondered his last words...
“The fault’s weakest point? Is this a real location or are we talking about pure hypothetical calculation here?”
“This is more than real! If you had some time, I could take you there and show it to you... It’s amazing!”
Although he was pressed by time and at the total mercy of his enemies, the young President used one of the techniques he had learned through his own philosophy, which was never to postpone anything.
“Let’s do it now! Lienar will join us...” He told the professor.
*
“You see President, in a nutshell, it is not the volcano’s explosive force, which will eventually push its Western flank into the sea, it is water...”
On their way to the caldera, the old scientist was briefing Tylos about the mechanics required for such a mega cataclysm to occur.
“Huge aquifers near the volcano’s vent are likely to be heated up during an eruption, due to the proximity of magma chambers. This will bring the water to boil and to expand to a point where the fault will widen so much that the structure of the mountain will collapse. Hypothetically, the resulting landslide could be as substantial as a hundred cubic mile block, ten miles long and five miles wide, plunging into the deep ocean! I am talking about a good third of the island... Accordingly, the resulting surge of water will create a tsunami wave several hundred feet high, which will hit with full force the other Canary Islands and the Western Islam United Coast. A mere consolation I know, but we will experience waves up to eighty feet only. Spain, Ireland, Wales and England will be hit by relatively smaller lateral waves reaching twenty-five feet high. Unfortunately for the Eastern Coast of United Americas, it is going to be hit in a straight line. Even after eight hours, areas such as New York and Florida will still be submerged by a wall of water eighty feet high... In terms of casualties, we could be talking millions!”
“What about a nuclear bomb then? Could it dislodge the mountain?” He asked.
“Only if it exploded where I am taking you!”
After a short drive, they eventually reached an area near the top where they parked their vehicle in close proximity to a huge visible crack in the ground.
“This is the entrance of the fault where we are going...” Professor Alangert said, whilst handing the President and his wife their pot-holing equipment...
With their special suits and headgear on, the presidential couple began to follow the scientist through a narrow passage into the crack. Surprisingly, the small hole in the ground led to a sizeable cave where small stalactites covered the sides and ceiling. It felt hot and stuffy inside and smelt of rotten eggs.
“Sulphur! This is not a very good sign...” Lienar said as they started follow the professor’s steps further down.
On one occasion, he took them through what speleologists called a letterbox, a very thin opening where breathing too heavily was enough to get them stuck... Controlling how their ribcage expanded, they wiggled through like worms into another chamber where the sound of water announced an underground spring. There, in a ground hole, they found a small brook of running water.
“This is what I wanted to show you Mister President! I ran some depth tests with a probe and this beck is connected directly into the large reservoir, which is pushing the mountain away...”
While talking, the professor had his hand in the water.
“It is lukewarm!” He said with a surprised look on his face.
“So, what?” Tylos asked his wife.
“This means that there might not be any need for a bomb after all... The magma level must have risen in the vent and it is heating the temperature of the water. When and if it reaches boiling point... Pop!” She accompanied the sound with a gesture that left no doubt about how volatile the situation was...
“How long before this happening naturally?” He asked.
“A week, maybe two, but certainly no more...”
On their way back towards the presidential quarters, nobody talked. All of the three explorers were deeply entrenched in their own thoughts. Nigh was Armageddon!
*
Working through the entire night, planning various defence strategies with his cabinet ministers, the President was feeling exhausted.
“Do you want a coffee Sir? You look like you could be needing one...” His assistant asked, kindly.
“Thank you, but I will have one with my wife and child now. I want to be with them, just in case...”
At the same moment, several explosions were heard. Massive shelling form the nearby enemies’ vessels had started pounding their artillery positions and other strategic locations. It lasted several hours during which everyone had to take shelter, including Tylos, who had reluctantly accepted to follow his colleagues into the basement.
“I hope Lienar and Urik are safe...” He could not stop thinking about his wife and son, who were on their own in their seaside residence...
Would they be safe, he wondered? He had already lost his newly reunited mother, affecting him terribly. Perhaps it was destiny’s way to harden him and to instil enough hatred in his heart for his own survival sake on the battlefield... The shelling had stopped and it was time to evaluate their damages and count their dead.
“Mister President, I have some terrible news for you...”
Just looking at his assistant’s face, the young ruler had understood that fate had come again, knocking on his door with a big bang!
“It’s your wife and son, Sir... They are dead!”
He sat alone for exactly seven minutes, mourning and crying in the memory of his beloved family, but like no one else than him could have done in a similar situation, he refocused his mind on the present moment.
“Get Professor Alangert at once!” He ordered his aide.
“I heard the terrible news and I wanted to give you my condolences in person... I understand you called for me...” The old scientist said.
“Thank you for coming so fast! The main reason for you to be here now is because I need to know if there is a way to activate the landslide artificially rather than waiting for the two weeks that we do not have anyway...”
The professor stayed quiet for a moment, thinking carefully before responding, “Colliding plasma toroid!” He said, as if he was talking to himself.
“Yes, that is it! High density electron spiral toroid spheromak...”
“Professor, can you please spare me the scientific jargon? Just the facts, please...” The President said.
“Sorry Sir... I am suggesting using a neutron tube cased into an underwater remote control shell! We will just have to insert this contraption into the underground water reservoir through the spring opening on the fault and it will be remotely activated. It will simply behave as a giant kettle... Pop!”
He made exactly the same sound and gesture that his wife had made the day before she died. Fighting the fears and the pain in his stomach, he asked the professor to work on this device immediately.
“How long will it take before you can make this contraption ready?”
“Give me twelve hours! I have got most things ready anyway in my lab, but believe it or not what I need most at this stage is a good nap...”
“Professor, I give you a full month to sleep if you engineer this device by midday!” With just five hours before the deadline, the old man rushed back to the seismological observatory where he kept all his equipment. He already knew where to get a spheromak... A physicist, who happened to be his best friend, had built one in the premises of the Geological Centre, which he had borrowed for the occasion. Encasing it within a remote-controlled waterproof torpedo-shaped shell was another story... He had in mind to use a mini submarine camera that belonged to the Marine Biology Department at the Island’s University.
*
Meanwhile, the tension was mounting in the President’s office.
“Mr President, I am very sorry for your losses and I fully understand that you would rather spend time alone at this stage... However, there are other families on the island who still require your help. We cannot simply do nothing... One of our patrol boats has confirmed the sighting of landing crafts approaching our Western Coast. I suggest we rebuild our artillery positions with fresh personnel and even civilian volunteers. We also need to warn the population of the incoming invasion. We must defend ourselves!” After listening to his aide’s diatribe, Tylos spoke without even looking at him “Evacuate all the population on the Western Coast immediately and tell everyone who lives on this side of the island to aim for higher grounds such as Brena Alta. Get people away from the sea now!”
His adviser understood immediately why he had not been concerned at all with military tactics... Before he left the room in order to start the evacuation process, the President asked him for a further request...
“Get me an all-terrain vehicle large enough to carry a small cargo. I also need four men with mountain climbing protection gear. Don’t forget to bring a spare one for me...”
*
As Professor Alangert received the call from the President’s office, he was just about finished with the contraption. Both scientists and staff at the University had been very useful to him and had not only let him take all the equipment he required, but had also helped him with the preparation. Everything was neatly packed away in a long travel bag. He was ready for action! The President arrived soon after speaking to him over the phone, in a military car with an escort of four. Although the soldiers were not really required for what the professor thought of as being a purely scientific expedition, they helped carrying the equipment into the cave. Tylos insisted to come personally despite the risks. They all followed the old man through the narrow passage until they reached the water hole in record time.
“Judging by the stench and heat, I reckon it will take less than an hour for the giant thermal beam to bring the water to boiling point... Now, we just have to launch the submarine!”
After opening the bag, he extracted a long metal container shaped exactly like a torpedo with small propellers at the back and on each side. Instead of a camera lens, a strange pointy object was sticking out of its front. It looked slightly homemade...
“I know what you may think Mr President but I guarantee that it will work! We have tested the beam in our lab and it produces highly concentrated heat. The most difficult thing was to seal the container in order to avoid the spheromak to flood... But somehow, I think we managed that pretty well too, considering the short time. It will work!” Everyone looked hopeful as the professor successfully launched the device into the water. It sank slightly at first but soon the propellers began to rotate as Alangert started to operate the remote control. The machine completely disappeared inside the aquifer. After a while, the scientist who looked satisfied with the entire process took another controller out of his pocket. A small light was flashing...
“This is good! I told you it would work... This light is showing us that the spheromak is functioning properly. This means that no water got inside until now...”
Happy with the results, he placed the second controller near the President...
“If you still want to do it, it is time for you to press this very button... Of course, there is a timer, which is set to one hour...”
Without any hesitation whatsoever, Tylos pressed the button. It automatically started a countdown display, showing that the operation was going smoothly. They left the cave swiftly. Returning towards the East coast took them a lot longer than expected. Scores of people were on their way to high ground shelters. Although most of the population lived near Santa Cruz, other towns such as Los Llanos de Aridane and Fuencalliente de la Palma took longer to evacuate. Although most people had already been through evacuation drills in the past, it was never easy. Some of the roads were congested and people started to walk, abandoning their cars and belongings in utter panic... Although no one knew what was really happening, everybody understood it had something to do with the fault. Fear of the western flank of the island collapsing had been in people’s minds for many years. Luckily, towns such as Santa Cruz de la Palma and areas such as Brena Baja had substantially expanded throughout the years in order to accommodate the increasing population shift from the West. Because of the crowd, the military vehicle was forced to stop in Buenavista de Arriba. It was a safe and elevated position, boasting beautiful views over Santa Cruz and the ocean. Tylos stepped out of his all-terrain car...
“The President!” Shouted several people in the crowd around him.
He started talking with them, giving a reassuring tap on people’s shoulders. Although it was not yet public knowledge, a couple of people who had heard about his wife and child expressed their condolences. He could see sadness more than fear on people’s faces. Even though none of the men, women and children had been told what to expect, everybody waited in relative calm. After an hour, they were almost silent as if they felt the imminent cataclysm coming. Professor Alangert looked at his watch...
“The energy beam has been heating up the water for three quarters of an hour... I reckon it should be happening soon. Just be ready!”
Thinking about his small son Urik, his beloved Lienar and his mother, Tylos began to cry in silence. A child who was sitting nearby, looked at his beautiful blue eyes shining under the sun like sapphires... They suddenly filled up with the reflexion of a huge mass, taking up most of his visual field. The little girl turned her head towards the strange phenomenon and her own eyes filled with the same vision... A dark cloud in the form of an immense mushroom was climbing from the land into the horizon. A second later, a terrible explosion was heard and so was another hissing sound, similar to when trees fall down... Behind the dark cloud, she could now see a huge wall of water, so high that the whole sea seemed to have become much higher than the island itself. It moved away in the opposite direction... Another wave came towards them, this time slightly smaller, but yet, big enough to swallow the entire coastline and the whole town of Santa Cruz de la Palma. All of a sudden, a shockwave hit them, throwing people down, deafening most of them... The little girl cried but she could not hear a sound. People had fallen on top of each other, but the President was still standing... He talked to her and his voice came loud and clear, “Take shelter behind walls or in your cars! Quick!” Tylos was shouting as the dust cloud was approaching them at great speed.
The entire sky had disappeared on the western front. On the eastern side of the island, huge tidal waves were still crushing everything standing tall on the land in front of them, sweeping all buildings, cars and unfortunately people, who had not had the chance to flee on time. Huge smog covered what was left of the island, and remained over it the entire day. People who had managed to hide in buildings or vehicles had survived, spending all this time fearing yet another catastrophe... Unfortunately, others like the little girl, who had been caught in the dust cloud before taking shelter, had suffocated. Hours passed and soon, night fell on the island.
*
Kissing Lienar, feeling her soft lips and tasting her sweet flavour occupied all of Tylos’ dreaming mind that night. As he woke up, his immediate memory and his amorous arousal were replaced instantly by the horror left behind after the storm. Reality was harsh! There was light outside... Walking out of the building where he had hidden for several hours, he climbed over debris. Lots of dead people’s bodies were left lying around and unattended. Sadly, he noticed that the little girl he had spoken to was also one of the victims... He caught a glimpse of what was left of Santa Cruz... It had become a flattened out town, still flooded under ten feet of water. He then, gazed in the other direction... Looking West, he noticed that the end of the island was now only a few miles away. The Ocean seemed to be calm...
* * *

Epilogue
A week later in Nolondo...
 “Saluton! Following the events that have led Terra Santa’s West flank of the island to collapse, and the subsequent tsunamis, Unu Lando’s Government has issued the following communiqué:
We have always known that, by establishing rules, we were also creating discontent. A child who is told off by his parents always feels upset. This is human nature. It is the same with society… Some individuals feel that governments do not have the right to dictate them how to behave. Unfortunately, it is not so simple... As an elder, I wish to remind our young generation that in 2040 when Unu Lando inherited the burden of ruling Europe, only seven percent of the population was married, civil wars were raging in most capital cities and religious discrepancies divided the population with insurmountable barriers. Look at our nation today… Everyone has a job! Families with children are the norm. A healthy, young and educated workforce is leading the reins of the country. We understand that people are sometimes disappointed because of the many rules governing our society. But what is the alternative? Tsunamis obliterating New York, Miami, Spain and Ireland? Millions of people have died because of someone who did not like our rules… Shall we let the people rule without any rules? I don’t think so.
That was a communiqué from the Government. I am Macar3639 broadcasting live from the Ministry of Information Headquarters in Nolondo. Adiau!”
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