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        “I know not with what weapons World War III will be fought, but World War IV will be fought with sticks and stones.”

        Albert Einstein
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      The two dirty-faced girls hurried across what was once the bustling concourse of a subway station. The girls had no idea of this, or what a train sounded like arriving at a station, or anything of jostling commuters hurrying to work,  or the smell of the hole-in-the-wall cafe selling coffee and bacon sandwiches, or anything at all of that world. The girls had been born underground thousands of years after that world ceased to exist.

      They darted past the rusted, decimated turnstiles and onwards through the darkness.

      The older girl, Zell, aged about ten, carried a torch that burned with a sooty orange light. The younger girl, Squirt, was about seven years old, and the pair were dressed in old and tatty furs made from a patchwork of rat, cat, and dog pelts.

      They were of the Clan, a ramshackle community that lived deep underground in long-abandoned subway tunnels and sewerage systems, clinging to existence and left huddling from the ruins of the world above.

      The two girls scurried down a connecting tunnel past other clansmen and clanswomen who were repairing bows, sewing furs, or ripping stringy meat from bones with their teeth, staring into gloomy, tired nothingness. Skinny, filthy-faced children stood and watched with glum faces as the two girls hurried past, disappearing down a crumbling stair and heading deeper underground.

      “Where are we going?” asked Squirt, her expression worried and tense.

      “Shhhhhhh!” insisted Zell, pressing further into the darkness.

      They descended deeper and deeper, clambering over rocks and piles of rubble from the collapsed ceiling above. Finally, they reached the damp, musky-smelling platform, where the slow sounds of dripping water could be heard echoing.

      “Come!” instructed Zell, and she led the way forward along the remains of the platform.

      “Where are we?” asked Squirt, holding her sister’s hand.

      “We are in the deeps,” said the older girl.

      “Old Britt said we aren’t allowed down in the deeps,” said Squirt, her voice fragile, her wide eyes scanning the darkness. “She said there are rats down here that will kill yer!”

      Zell ignored this, leading them to the end of the platform.

      “Hold this,” she instructed, handing the torch to her younger sister as she jumped onto the tracks.

      She took the torch, helped her sister climb down, and they continued into the tunnel.

      They came to a blockage where the roof had collapsed, where Zell shone the torch across the piles of debris and rock until she found the crevice she was looking for.

      “Follow me,” she instructed, squeezing into the crack and disappearing.

      A while later, the two girls emerged on the other side of the blockage, covered in dust and debris and coughing.

      “Are you okay?” asked Zell, brushing dust away from her sister’s eyes.

      “Yes…” spluttered Squirt.

      They continued through the tunnel until they came to another station. Rats scurried away from them, racing from the bright light’s intrusion.

      “Look!” said Zell, holding the torch high and illuminating the wall.

      Squirt stared at what she saw, trying to process it. Trying to make sense of what she was seeing.

      There were faded, peeling murals painted on the wall, showing a busy city scene, with people sitting at cafés, staring at devices, reading newspapers, and sipping coffee.

      “What is this?” said Squirt, her expression confused.

      “I don’t know,” said Zell, looking in wonder at the faded renderings of a forgotten world.

      There were other paintings showing children flying a kite in a park and another with boats sailing on a lake, with a blue sky, the sun shining, and fluffy white clouds.

      Squirt tentatively reached out a hand, touching the face of one of the painted children with a finger ever so delicately. The child’s face disintegrated and flaked away.

      They moved down the platform until they stopped before a large, cracked, flaking painting. It was a mural of Jesus Christ on the crucifix. Christ’s eyes looked mournfully toward the heavens, his head shrouded with a crown of thorns, his hands and feet nailed to the cross. Standing around Christ were Roman centurions and weeping women.

      “What is it, Zell?” said Squirt, her voice faint and bewildered.

      “He is a bad man!” concluded Zell firmly.

      “What is happening to him?”

      “They are killing him for breaking the rules!” said the older girl. “Look, they strung him up to punish him!”

      She pointed at the nails through his hands and feet.

      “And those men…” said Zell, pointing at the centurions, “are the good men, like the guards on the tubes that keep the bandits out.”

      “What did he do?” asked Squirt, her face half in awe, the other in fear of what she was seeing.

      Zell shrugged.

      “He probably stole an extra ration of stew…so they killed him.”

      Squirt gulped.

      They turned and climbed up onto the platform and explored the debris and wreckage.

      There were stacks of corroded propane tanks and the tattered remains of camping equipment. There were hundreds and hundreds of opened and decayed aluminium cans that once, a long time ago, contained meat or vegetables.

      The stairs up from the platform were blocked by rubble, with the metal escalator rusted away.

      “Look!” said Zell excitedly.

      A skeleton, ancient and crumbling, leaned against the wall. A leather-bound, disintegrated copy of the Bible lay in the skeleton’s lap. Clasped in the bones of one hand lay a rusted, barely recognisable handgun. On the side of the skeleton’s skull was a gunshot wound.

      Among the bones was a hunting knife made of titanium alloy with a black PVC grip in what remained of a nylon sheath. Zell crouched, pulled the blade from among the dusty bones, and shook it loose of the sheath. The two girls studied its grey blade under the flickering torch, watching in wonder as the orange light rippled on its strange metal surface.

      “Where did this come from?”

      Zell shrugged.

      “Who is this man?”

      “Some old timer…who went it alone…and died,” said Zell matter-of-factly.

      “I want to go back now…” said Squirt, her voice losing what little confidence it had.

      “You will never be a hunter if you are a coward!” said Zell.

      “I am not a coward, and I will be a hunter…just like Dad!” protested Squirt.

      Zell smiled, pushing the blade through her rope belt.

      “I was teasing you, Squirt,” and she kissed the young girl’s head. “You will be a very good hunter, but not as good as me!”

      “Can we go now, Zell…please?”

      “Yes, let’s go…before we get a hiding from Old Britt.”

      “Can I have the blade?” said Squirt.

      “No,” said Zell.

      The two sisters, Zell and Squirt, jumped onto the tracks and made their way through the darkness, back through the crack in the rubble, and back to the Clan.
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      Amos, the Chief of the Clan, began his inspection deep underground at the mushroom farm in the tunnels. Human waste was mixed with soil and spread on the tunnel floor, where white mushrooms grew in the cool, damp darkness.

      After harvesting, they were added to the clan-stew, a mixture of meat, dandelions, and mushrooms, that was boiled up and nourished the Clan.

      “How’s the harvest?” said Amos, a tall, bearded, athletic-looking man in his early forties.

      He held a burning torch above his head, viewing the carpet of sprouting white mushrooms.

      “G…good…Ch…Chief,” stammered the farmer, a short man in his mid-thirties with a braided beard,  wearing filthy, stinking rags woven from hemp. His pale, ghost-like face twitched under the orange glow of the torch, not being used to bright lights, having lived almost his entire existence in the darkness of the mushroom farm.

      The farmhands stood around, watching. Their disembodied, white faces floated in the orange gloom, looking like the mushrooms they grew.

      Amos looked around, nodded, and left, leaving the damp, foul smell of the mushroom farm, the farmer, and his assistants to their farming in the dark.

      Amos emerged at a subway platform, stripped of everything and anything of use thousands of years before. The exposed earthen walls were covered in mould and moss. Water dripped into a puddle somewhere in the darkness, echoing through the cold air.

      He climbed a stair and made his way to the nursery, where rows of milkmaids sat on benches under the glow of a few tallow candles, feeding the newborn members of the Clan—known as the young pups.

      A child remained a young pup until their thirteenth birthday, if they made it, and then they became a clansman or clanswoman and were assigned a role to serve the Clan.

      Some became hunters, charged with bringing meat back for the Clan-stew; others were guards, protecting the Clan from the bandits and cannibals who roamed the surface, coveting the Clan’s underground paradise.

      Some became scavengers, scouring the miles of tubes, tunnels, and pipes, looking for anything useful to the Clan.

      Others became butchers or cooks. Some became milkmaids, feeding the young pups. When their milk ran dry, they became old maids and were assigned other jobs to serve the Clan.

      Some worked to fix and repair what little they had, others worked to build weapons and tools from scraps of this and that the scavengers brought back, and some became mushroom farmers deep below the ground.

      “G’day, maids,” said Amos in a strong voice as he walked through the nursery, watching the milkmaids at their work, their pale, plump, naked bodies wrapped in fur blankets as young pups greedily fed at their breasts in the warmth beneath.

      “Morn Chief,” sang the milkmaids brightly in unison; somewhere, a baby was crying.

      He stopped by where an old maid stood. She was dressed in filthy, tattered rags, aged in her late forties, her greying hair tied in long braids. She was in charge of the nursery.

      “Morn Chief,” she said, smiling through missing teeth.

      She was ladling bowls of maids-stew, specially prepared for the milkmaids, with extra meat and fat to keep them well-fed and plump so they might produce extra rich milk for the young pups.

      “Morn Tess,” said Amos. “Did we lose any in the night?”

      “No Chief,” declared Tess. “It’s an omen!”

      Infant mortality plagued the Clan. Each woman had to produce three babies during their lifetime, with maybe two expected to survive to thirteen. Malnutrition, fever, respiratory sickness from the damp and mould, and all manner of mishaps took the young pups before they became of the Clan.

      “What kind of omen?” said Amos, watching Tess’ dark, hopeful eyes in the glow of his torch.

      “It’s an omen, Chief, that I should stay and not say the ’ard goodbye. I ain’t lost a young pup in an age, and this is The Riders saying them wants me here for when they come.”

      Tess had 49 notches on her stick, and when she had fifty, she would become an Old Timer and have to say the Hard Goodbye, leaving the Clan for good and going to the surface to go it alone and fend for herself. The old timers, when they got sick, were too much for the Clan to look after. So many notches ago, it was ruled that only those who could hunt, raise the young pups, or work to provide for the Clan would stay in the Clan, and the old timers or the sick said the hard goodbye and went to the surface.

      “You know the rules, Tess,” said Amos plainly.

      “But, Chief, I takes good care of the milkmaids and I ain’t lost a pup, is an…”

      She is right, Amos thought. She takes good care of the maids and pups, and the maids squabble less, and fewer pups die since she took over, and those that survive are stronger and healthier. But the rules…

      “You know the rules, Tess,” snapped Amos. “Same rules for you, same rules for me, same rules for all the Clan.”

      Tess’ face tightened, and the smile dissolved.

      “G’day, maids,” said Amos, staring at Tess’ abashed face.

      “Bye, Chief,” sang the milkmaids in cheery unison, and he was gone.

      Amos moved on to the kindergarten, a large utility room at the subway station in another life, where the older pups were taught the skills they needed to survive. He stood and watched as an old maid, Britt, gave a demonstration to a group of children standing around her. The children wore rags and tatty fur bodices. On their feet were hempen sandals. The young pups’ faces were dirty, and their hair was braided in twisted knots.

      The old maid had a dead cat before her, lying on its back. In her hand, she held a long, thin aluminium shank, sharpened to a fine edge.

      “Yer makes a cut along the belly…” the old maid was saying as she slipped the blade cleanly into the flesh below the cat’s jaw and sliced down. “Be careful, mind, that yer don’t cut into the guts.”

      The old maid neatly peeled back the flesh, exposing the unscathed organs inside.

      “Slice down the legs, and around the paws and head…making sure you cuts nice and cleanly,” continued the old maid, slicing through the flesh with a surgeon’s precision.

      She placed a sandalled foot on the tail, hooked a finger under the scruff of the neck, and gripped the head. She ripped back the pelt, pulling away the fur and leaving the scrawny, flesh-covered skeleton limply hanging.

      “And then yers got a nice bit of fur!” she grinned, proudly holding up the cat’s pelt.

      The young pups clapped as the old maid proceeded to remove the organs, explaining what each one did and which could be eaten, while the young pups watched intently.

      Britt is a good teacher, and these pups will be well-schooled and ready for when they become of the Clan, he thought as he watched.

      Amos moved on to the rancid-smelling butchers, where the carcasses of rats, cats, and dogs, with the odd pig and deer here and there, were having their pelts, meat, and fat separated. The space was hot and gloomily lit and smelled of flesh and animal shit.

      Each hunter was expected to bring a dozen rats, or three cats, or a good-sized dog back to the Clan on each hunt. A hunter was given a hunter’s share, one-tenth of the weight of their catch, as a reward for bringing meat back, on top of their daily ration of a bowl of clan-stew in the morning and another at night.

      The meat brought back by the hunters was skinned, with the pelts sent for tanning. The carcasses went to the kitchen, with dogs and cats (the only animals in abundance on the surface) and anything else killed for the stew. The rats went for curing and conversion to jerky, used by the hunters as sustenance when they went above ground. The fat was sent to be rendered to make tallow candles.

      “How was the catch?” Amos asked one of the butchers who was hacking apart a skinned dog under the faint glow of a candle. Several of the butcher’s fingers were missing, and his pale skin looked waxy.

      “Never enough…” grumbled the butcher as he mindlessly disarticulated the dog.

      Amos walked his way through the stinking butchers, looking at the carcasses hanging and bidding good day to the butchers cleaning the flesh from bones, making his way to the kitchen where the Clan-stew was prepared.

      The kitchen was oppressively hot, stinking, and smoky. The walls were caked with black mould from the humidity, and condensation dripped from the ceiling into the boiling stew.

      Mighty cauldrons were boiling atop coals made from dried human waste mixed with whatever dried debris the Clan could scavenge from the labyrinth of underground tunnels and tubes that made up their world.

      “Yer looking to try a cup, Chief?” called a jolly-looking, pale-faced cook from across the cauldron, dripping with sweat, stripped to the waist.

      “Will we make rations?” inquired Amos, watching the cauldron of brown-coloured stew turn over in a rolling boil, with a bone or bit of mushroom suddenly appearing and then gone again.

      “My kitchen always makes rations, even if we ain’t got enough to put in the stew!” laughed the sweating cook, stirring his concoction with a length of PVC tubing.

      Amos nodded, watching the sweat from the cook’s brow drip into the stew.

      Food is the key to a peaceful clan, Amos reflected.

      He remembered his dad telling him about his grandad. His grandad had told a story about a time when there wasn’t any luck for the hunters, and there weren’t any rations, and the Clan was starving to death, so the Clan had revolted, blaming the chief for their hunger and killing him, butchering him, and boiling up his flesh in a stew.

      I would not want to be boiled in a stew, with cook’s sweat for seasoning, he thought, turned, and left.

      He went to the main hall, which was once an underground platform. There, the Clan lined up, waiting for their rations. They were a scraggly bunch, dressed in rags and tatty furs. They lined up with their plastic bowls.

      We shall survive another day, he thought as he watched the Clan shuffle forward, filling their bowls and hurrying off to find some sheltered spot where they could slurp it back before continuing to farm mushrooms, skin dogs, teach young pups, or however they served the Clan.

      It was later, and Amos was sitting in judgment of offenders of the Clan’s rules. He sat on the ramshackle dais atop a bench fashioned from animal bones with a well-worn rat fur seat. Crowds of the Clan, grimy-looking, watched curiously as the offenders were escorted by fur-clad guards armed with stone cudgels and high-density PVC spears.

      “Bring the first forward,” called out Amos impatiently.

      He looked tired. This was the last of his duties for the night before the barricades were erected, and the Clan was secured.

      To the side of the dais stood a pair of butchers, one holding a long, thin filleting blade and the other a crude meat cleaver.

      One of the guards dragged forward a ragged-looking clanswoman. Her hands were bound with hemp rope.

      “Charges?” demanded Amos, looking down sternly from the bone throne above the woman while the crowd muttered and pointed accusingly.

      “Hoarding!” proclaimed the guard.

      The crowd scowled and booed, many shouting, “Shame!”

      “How much?” said Amos, his expression grim.

      “Half a stone of shrooms and half a stone of meat chunks, all dried!”

      More booing and shouts of “Shame!” from the crowd.

      Stupid woman! thought Amos.

      Hoarding food was against the rules of the Clan. When the morning and evening rations were dished out, a clan member was only supposed to take what they needed, but not anymore. If they could survive on half rations while hoarding the rest, this was considered a serious offence.

      “Silence!” shouted Amos, his stern, sharp eyes scanning the indignant faces of the crowd, who fell silent.

      His eyes returned to the accused.

      “What’s yer name?”

      “Degg…” said the accused, who was thirty but looked much older. Her hair was tied in scruffy braids, and she was missing several teeth.

      “Why do you hoard so much grub?” asked Amos, his voice not harsh.

      “I was storing it up!” exclaimed Degg, who seemed quite blasé about being hauled up in front of the chief. “Saving it for the ’ard goodbye!”

      The crowd booed again, quickly hushing when Amos raised his gaze.

      “I figured if I went on half rations for 20 notches, I could store up enough grub to last me another 20 notches when I say the ’ard goodbye!”

      Amos sharply inhaled through his nose, closing his eyes and shaking his head.

      “You know the rules, Degg,” he said, opening his eyes and looking down at her grimly. “Rules say no one in the Clan may hoard more than one-tenth of a stone of any grub.”

      Degg shrugged nonchalantly, awaiting her punishment.

      “Accused is guilty of hoarding, and as punishment, she will go on one-quarter rations for thirty cycles!”

      The crowd booed and hissed.

      “What do you do?” asked Amos when the crowd quietened.

      “Fixer…I fix things…”

      “You sit for this fixing?”

      “Yeah…mostly,” said Degg.

      “And a toe, you choose which one, and which foot. Next!” said Amos dismissively.

      The crowd cheered as Degg was led away to the waiting butcher and his crude meat cleaver.

      More cases were heard for fighting, stealing, squabbling, and other infractions. The final accused was Tenk, charged with rape.

      “What happened?” said Amos, his voice calm, reserving judgment until he heard Tenk’s side of the story.

      Tenk’s hands were bound, and his filthy clothes were torn and shredded. He looked around with a disorientated look in his eyes as the crowd jeered and hissed.

      “Chief’s talking to yer!” said the guard at his side gruffly, jabbing him with the end of his spear.

      “I don’t remember much, to be honest, Chief…” said Tenk, his vacant gaze meeting Amos’ stern face. “I was shovelling the shit into the dryer, and I saw this mushroom growing on the wall, and I was hungry, so I ate it, and the next thing I know I was being beaten up and tied up and brought to you…here.”

      The crowd hissed and cursed while Amos ran his fingers through his long beard, contemplating.

      “Silence!” he barked after a while, and the crowd settled down as he continued to contemplate Tenk, the shit shoveller.

      “A clanswoman was raped, and just because you don’t remember it, doesn’t mean you don’t pay the price…”

      The crowd cheered.

      Tenk swayed, forcing the guard to grab his arm and hold him up.

      “You can have a gelding, and if yer survive, yer can stay. Or stay whole and choose banishment!”

      The crowd cheered and bayed.

      “When do I have to choose?” said Tenk, his voice weak, trembling.

      “Now!”

      Tenk’s suddenly terrified eyes moved to the butcher holding the filleting blade. His knees went weak, and the only thing holding him up was the guard.

      “Choose quick, or I will choose for you,” said Amos with finality, standing from the bone bench.

      “Geld…” was all Tenk could manage before he passed out and was dragged away by the guards toward the waiting butcher.

      “Put up the barricades!” commanded Amos. “Close the tubes, secure the Clan!”

      And the Clan cheered and booed and hissed, and they had survived another day.

      Amos stood and watched the crowd begin shuffling away before leaving himself. He hurried through the dim warren of tunnels carrying a torch until he came to a room, the door long gone, with a beaded curtain made from strands of small, polished animal bones.

      He pushed through, and inside was the cell he shared with his wife, Meg, an old maid who worked stitching furs and making sandals.

      Amos had 44 notches, and Meg had 37. Meg had been married before to Klem, but he never came back from a hunt, so Amos had taken her as his wife, and they had a son together named Brin. Meg had two other pups by Klem, and Brin was the third and last young pup she would produce for the Clan. All the lads were healthy and strong, making it from young pups to clansmen, and all three were hunters.

      “Hope yer hungry, I saved yer ration for yer, love,” said Meg, her eyes sweetly smiling at her handsome husband under the orange glow of the torch.

      She was under a mound of furs, lying on her side. Her brown hair was pulled back in tight, long braids, with her naked shoulders and chest exposed.

      “Aye, famished!” said Amos as he sat cross-legged, kissed Meg, and picked up the bowl of cold clan-stew that he began slurping back.

      “How was the judgements?” she asked, watching him as he ate.

      He shrugged. “Mostly stupidity that cost one a toe, another five lashes, a few half rations for 30 cycles, and the last one his balls.”

      He gulped back the last of the stew, placed the bowl to the side, and pulled off his fur jerkin.

      “Are yer tired, Chief?” she asked, her voice coy and inquiring.

      “Aye…” he said wearily, pulling off his hemp shirt.

      Meg quickly lifted the furs, exposing her pale naked body, before pulling the blanket down again. She stared at Amos, laughing playfully.

      “Hope yer not that tired, Chief!” she said.

      “Not too tired to climb under those furs and take care of you!” he said, leaning over and kissing her.

      “Well, hurry up, Chief, it’s warm under here!” she implored.

      Amos stripped off, snuffed the torch out, and in the darkness, Meg giggled as Amos climbed under the warm furs, entwined himself with Meg’s naked body, and kissed her.

      This was life for the Clan. No records or memories remained of the world as it had once been.

      Everything and all memories of that old world were incinerated and destroyed, with all that remained strewn as rubble across a harsh and desolate landscape. The Clan, an isolated remnant of humanity, the descendants of those who survived whatever disasters befell the past, clung to existence in places like the former underground transit system, sheltered and protected from the world above.

      The Clan would unearth relics of the past: a coin, bits of aluminium, gold, a child’s toy, mundane household plastic items, or things made of high-density PVC or polypropylene that would last tens of thousands of years without decaying—but anything that might inform these people of their ancestors and the former glory of humanity before it became ashes and rubble, and what had caused this calamity, had dissolved into time thousands of years before.

      Billions of years of evolutionary pressure forced the Clan onward. The same evolutionary pressure that forced fish to wriggle out of the sea hundreds of millions of years before forced the Clan to cling to existence. Forcing it to replicate. Forcing it to organise itself. Forcing it not to give up. Forcing it to find a way to live another day.
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