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​CHAPTER 1
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It's only a few hours past dawn. Normally a time like this will find him turning repeatedly on his bed, but he is not. With a framed photo of his late wife smiling in doctors overall turning sadly in his trembling left hand, he sits on his overpriced curved sofa.  His right hand grips the handle of the sofa so hard that the sound of strains are heard by the lined-up listeners who've just received high-stakes emergency surmounting to his presence this morning. His eyes are all fixed down on the floor. 

In Klovosti, obedience is enforced. The chief secretary of defense, his advisor, the foreign affairs minister, and other delegates stand before him, ensuring to not even let their breath be heard, because unwanted sound could be an absolute noise, and noise, noise is disobedience. They know his mood this morning repels it. So they just stand there, having their time wasted for some exorbitant monthly compensations and nationwide honor. 

He looks up at them at last. With a forced smile, “Make yourself comfortable, please.” he orders them. While they look around to verify their seating spots, he flips the framed picture of his late wife on the table. Then lifts his left foot and puts it on top of the right before leaning back on his couch. Again his eyes go to the grey back of his wife's flipped photo on the table. He begins with a huge sigh. "How many soldiers did we lose yesterday, general Kleen?" 

General Edward Kleen is a 79 year old army general who led the fight against the Predoír Uprising – a 1989 civil war in Klovosti which involved the anti-government revolution, led by Jeremy Predoír, the King's first cousin, together with his followers. They opposed the hereditary leadership, and wanted democratic government with real regular elections. But, they only had idealistic following, but the ruling force had the army. Kleen seized power from the then weakling general, had Predoír executed, and successfully managed to restore order for the state, and that's how he earned his place in the royal high tables. 

This morning, he stands and bows before the king like he wants to start a presentation. But ends up saying, "45, my lord." 

The leader dismisses him with a gesture, and he humbly joins the others in their seats. Now, 46-year-old Lord Jeisk Stunner Jr., The son of Jeisk Stunner Snr, the 96th ruler of Klovosti and the rightful heir to the kingship, just had his wife shot with poetic precision. His soul is screaming vengeance, but he can't perform it in a way that'll not shed some light on his darkness for the mass to see. 

All thanks to one thing, one belief, that has kept them going and respected for decades. The faith is Ordacism – a belief encapsulating extreme need to preserve and save a life, coupled with swollen precision to destroy as many lives as possible to restore order should need be. It has earned them enough fear from the outside world, that despite Klovosti being a small nation, attacking it or even brushing shoulders with it has become a call for mutually assured destruction. This went well until Jube decided to give the demystification of this theory a trial. And now it's about to hit back on them with irreversible damage. 

Lord Jeisk Stunner's primary role as the boss is to give orders, and to be alive. The school's curriculum depends on his position to teach symbols of national unity. 

So, he stands up, looks at his subordinates with selfish understanding. He says to Kleen, "Make all of our long range and short range missiles ready for launch tomorrow, keep all the fighter jets at bay, and align all the army at the base. It's time we put an end to this mediocrity. We need the media here in ten minutes.” 

***

[image: ]


IT’S BEEN ALMOST 400 days since the Jube-Klovosti war started. Was it a border conflict? No. Racial discrimination? No. Ideological difference? No. Curiosity? Maybe. Maybe not. But the one thing that set the tension ablaze was ignorance, like always. 

Around 23rd may last year, WOSEA – World Space Exploration Administration, discovered a comet, a raging comet that apparently spiraled away from its orbit and was directly veering towards earth. They tried to classify this finding while finding ways to destroy it discreetly to avoid getting people aiming higher in the sky, but they couldn’t. Strikes from the Advanced Space Base (ASB) from orbit couldn’t hold it, and they grew out of options. 

With a steady acceleration of about 23 m/s², scientists around the world believed the earth was a few hours from being extinct. The news was broken to people, and churches got overcrowded, bars became altars and life loyalists began celebrating their own lives well lived. But, something inexplicable occurred. Just as the comet passed the  ASB, it shed some tiny shiny fragments from its mass that shattered the ASB and sent it down in tiny pieces. Oh! I almost forgot, it had 96 soldier astronauts on board, who shot missiles at something they had no idea about its potential threat, or value.

It reached the lower atmosphere with complete chaos, thunderstorm, lightning, 26-kilometer radius dense fog, coupled with concentrated acid rain. Where did it target? Klovosti, but technically, Jube. 

You see, Jube and Klovosti were once a single nation – Klovosti. They even speak the same native language, but different alphabets. During the industrial revolution, the idealism about labor pay rose. Some fraction wanted security, priceless and communal care for all workers under one administration, fostering equal rights and opportunities, while another variant idolized meritocracy – what might have evolved to become capitalism.

This started as a rumor, escalated to propaganda, fliers started flying, and the first civil war brewed in no time. The human-circle-is-interdependent lot separated and began their own state in the west, later named Jube – full of radical extremists with spirits of brotherhood, and less talkers, while the survivalist love-saints remained with the backbone of the overall economy. They flourished, advanced in weapons and systems under the unification by the permanent ignorant head of state. 

But this didn’t stop the war. Conflict over who should own where started immediately, and it ended with a tripoint being left unowned by any of them. The Margenta Strip. Klovosti claimed it in words, but Jube occupied it. The Ordacism of the Klovost people prevented them from proceeding with the matter, for they feared it might escalate, and the result might lead to innocent lives being lost. 

So, when the comet magically stopped in the atmosphere, everything about it was aired live with the rest of the world. It became an instinctively figure of interest for the whole world. The world superpowers tried to send drones and data gadgets to examine it, but they failed. The comet descended peacefully to the ground before they reached. But since entering a foreign country’s borders without official clearance is an invasion, they couldn’t invade Klovosti – or any land tying to it.  Why? Nuclear weapons. 

But that didn’t stop the spread of the news that it was all a whole new metal discovery, one with features that has never been seen before – Soft, with inverted melting and boiling points. The warmer its immediate surroundings were, the colder it got and vice versa. Theories emerged, including about how intelligent it is, the powers it has, how it stopped right in the atmosphere for hours and its apparently deliberate destruction of the ASB. 

After it fell on the Margenta Strip, it created a huge crater around it, which was immediately filled with rain water. The water warmed up in a blink. This attracted the attention of the Klovosti government, who sought for the cooperation from the Jube administration to jointly explore the metal. Well, they were not allies, but not active enemies either. Their past differences had somehow found their way back into the shadows, and what was left between them was just a mild ego about who will approach who first. But that all changed when the comet fell, for the Jubeans knew their neighbors would make a move, and it was just the right time to show them that they have no claim over the Margenta Strip. 

Jube sat back, secured the metal, surrounded it with guards, and waited for any intruder to come. They didn’t even know what it was, but it didn’t matter because it’s only them who had it. So, scarcity creates value. Even for things as useless as gold. 

Klovosti, through its minister of foreign affairs, contacted the Jubean Prime Minister, Dr. Frein Machó, who deliberately decided to leave them on read. But since silence is the most ambiguous reply anyone could get, Klovosti refined it to suit their needs. Jube must have thought they were asking for permission to explore the metal, but, in fact, Klovosti was just creating awareness for their impending research visit to the site. 

Among the team of researchers, uh the metallurgists, who were deployed in the strip was the one and only Mrs. Jennifer Stunner. The late first lady of Klovosti and the wife of Jeisk Stunner. 

She forced her commissioning to head the research, citing it’s for her own sense of fulfilment and purpose. Despite being three months pregnant with a baby boy, Klovosti unborn prince, she won the bid from her romantic husband to head the operation. Their departure was breaking news. Fully aired in real time. On the streets large screens, online and even to push direct messages to citizen’s phones. Partly to show how serious and official the operation was, partly to dilute any potential attack that could be aimed at the team, partly to market their perceived good intentions to the world, and partly to show Jube that their opinion doesn’t matter. It’s so easy to sound kind and loving when you have all the privileges. 

What they didn’t know is that the Jubean army had one command, an indiscriminate command, that anyone who would force their way into the area should be made to kiss the bullets. So, when Jennifer and her team came, well dressed, composed and smelling nice amidst the checked-green army escort, nobody was at the gate to deny them entrance. They received unofficial welcoming only to end up in a den of boiling water with soldiers who were ready to die for their county. 

Shots flew, people died. Jeisk almost got widowed, except that he is a man. But he lost his son, his heir, together with the chance of ever getting any, unless he remarries, which again goes against the royal vow of state weddings. So, he’s cooked. The reason why it took him slightly more than a decade after his royal wedding to decide whether to procreate is best known to only him.

The extraction team that were sent to retrieve the bodies were shot midair, and that was just Jube’s formal signature to put the show on the road. 

***
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NOW, THIS MORNING, Jeisk is surrounded by microphones and cameras. He is about to declare full reinstatement of the other side of their core belief – The mighty Ordacism. 

Stranded large 4K cameras can’t even wait for his mouth to drop before flocking his space. He has been lost for weeks from the eyes of the public, and this has inflated their elastic starvation for being addressed. Everyone, from long distance truck drivers to deep sea divers, is now on their TV, their eyes hooked on a seemingly uninterested president. His body fatigue clashes solemnly with the anger on his face, and this combination mixes exquisitely with his staged warmth, making the reporters surrender all their edited questionnaires back to their tight pockets. He signals the state camera to be brought closer to him, like it doesn’t have the zoom knob. But who can disobey? Silence creeps in just about the time when a diabetic cleaner was about to noisily move his swollen calf with force on the ground to go get some air, sending all the eyes on his brooding scared beards. Foreboding somber national anthem creeps in from the speakers – the DJ is legitimizing his paycheck. But he cuts it short when Jeisk disarms one greenish furred microphone from the overcrowded stand and steps back. He lets a huge exhale on it, which goes global. Ignoring everyone around him, he stabs the camera lenses with his sharp eye focus, aiming for the underprivileged citizens who are watching on the other side of the screen. 

“It’s with great gratitude that we get to see this great morning on a beautiful day. How marvelous is it for you to take your time to be the witness of destructuralization of our enemies' disbelief of our softness’ scope!” He pauses, people stand still, while he swings the microphone about the space, creating a muffled static on the speakers. “Our nation. This great nation that we love, that we live in, that we gave everything for, that we fought with our lives to defend and hold steady, that we toil everyday to develop, that we promote peace in to prosper, that we will use anything at our disposal to see prosper... “ He goes silent, anger brewing in his eyes. “We are under attack. Attack by the same people we’ve always seen as our brothers despite our differences.” He collects all his breath. Then with a soft victimized voice, “They slain my wife with her unborn son together with our brothers and sisters who went to call for peace.” He pauses while people start to be inebriated with patriotic-empathetic confusion. “Our humane doctrine, the one that has kept us all united under one hope, one reasoning, one goal and one service for humanity, has been betrayed beyond our capacity. Our acts of mercy and refrain from violence have cost us uncountable soldiers’ lives. The very soldiers who were willing to throw anything away for another day of peace between us, but leniency has limits, and dreams do get betrayed. Not by weakness, fear, cowardice, or sickness, but by comfort. The hope we had for peacefully finding a common ground created a massive comfort within ourselves that everything will be alright. But that did not get us anywhere. Now, everywhere around the border lies a decomposing body of an innocent Klovost. Every house in this country is under great duress, children get orphaned everyday, and our social services are dying.” He pauses again to swallow a large chunk of bitter saliva. “The biggest question is; How long are we going to keep this going? When you keep supplying peace even when it gives you war in return, it becomes an act of self sabotage.” People hang tight on their seats while Jeisk puts the mic back on the stand and grabs its corners with his hands, leaning slightly forward. “Everything we’ve built in this country is just like a burnt offering if we can’t defend them. The greatest pride in every country lies in its ability to defend itself from external aggression. I hereby declare a state of complete restitution of...of good news and peace to any citizen who’s lost something during the war. It’s impossible to restore life to a fallen hero, but that’s not the end. Justice begins by seeing that the person who orphaned you has no freedom to do that to anyone else ever again.” He wipes his face with the palm of his hands, and cleans it on the sleeves of his sleek purple coat. "We risked, and lost everything we could in this conflict, until we have none left. Fighting might be evil, but with a more evil enemy, it becomes very holy. Let’s all remain within the confines of our premises indefinitely... It’s time I call upon all our reserve forces to march south and see this war end within the shortest time frame possible, by any means necessary.” He halts, and with a very huge sigh, “May God help us all!”

​
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​CHAPTER 2
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The question about why some people find it impossible to get over the loss of a loved one while others don't is perpetual. But the real difference is, some losses are more haunting than others. A departed 99 year old grandpa deserves a real celebration. But, a 27 year old angelic big brother? That hits. The chills that the pain brings along can make drizzles feel warm on your body, and even completely shatter the purpose that you once thought you had in life. Freedom can seem like a lifeline depression sentence, and happiness can be like an illusion against the default setting of the universe,  which in this case, is sadness. But the matters worsen when you can't really live your feelings, for the very part of you that could make you look real is gone, now you're just left a hollow spiritless body with nothing to experience, except for the mimicked satisfaction that'll come from the perceived justice you'd get after sending someone six feet under. 

The hushed state of emergency for peace restoration - or just Jube's annihilation, has just been ordered. People are rushing indoors, and the streets in Freek are starting to have premium me-time. But some people prefer safety in cemeteries than houses. One of those people is Sam, Samira Drift, and an old lady, who sits a few meters from him on a plastered grave of, I don't know, her late husband - or just ex husband. Her loneliness is slowly overtaken by curiosity-bred empathy she's feeling towards Sam, even without having the full context about him. He has been standing by his brother's unique mud tomb for minutes. His long trench coat is drenched from the rain, and spills of grey mud polish the back of his trouser just above his feet from paced careless walking in the rain. His wet hair lines down, covering his forehead, but he's there to say. His memory begins to play all the kind of experiences they shared together, both nostalgizing and traumatizing. 

***
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TWENTY-TWO YEARS AGO, Sam was born to a family of three - his father included. Oh, the father. He was a construction worker, less like a supervisor, and more like a super-esteemed experienced labourer. He had refused to attend to Sam's mother at the hospital when she was scheduled for surgery to extract Sam from her intestines, sorry, womb. Flute was too young to step in, but the father insisted on going to secure iron rails for his construction contract instead, saying they have a rent to pay, and his presence won't have any influence on the success of the birth. Regardless, Sam successfully managed to come home. Earth is home, tormented home - all the way from its shell to its core. Well, sometimes pragmatism is a virtue, but it's uni-moral. And, Sam's new family was about to be hit by lots of them. 

Sam survived toddlerhood, and started school like any other normal kid. Even when he was very small then, he already saw growing up as a supernatural torture he couldn't escape. He wished he could stop time, if not completely reverse it as far behind as not being born in the first place. That was not for himself, but for his brother, Flute, who had grown to an age that started inviting certain responsibility expectations from the head of his family, who at that time, was abusively strict. Being forced to grow up with a feeling somewhere between fear and hate for the only person he knew he fully depended on for survival was dangerous. His mom was the most caring person he could get close to, and his brother was the most protective person he could rely on. But both of his anchors' uselessness effortlessly surfaced when dad came home every evening. Mom got reminded of how useless she is, and the brother - well, beating-as-greetings never ceased. 

Impending doom accelerates time. Sam grew up quickly, and luckily, he didn't face the wrath of his father that much. Guess what? He was still young, and Flute was always older than him. So, according to his father, after taking the full responsibility to put his beloved maiden in check, Flute was to do the same with his younger brother, but report his findings to the main head. Lucky for Sam, again, he was smarter, and with his dad's stone-age mindset of children being born to make their parents rich, he saw Sam as a profitable investment. Unlike Flute who excellently staggered his way towards being academically average. 

Parental favoritism creates rift among siblings, but Flute, with his golden heart, he found it safer that way, than both of them burning in his dad's fire – starved for allowing himself be sent home for fee when he could force his number to the unlistening teachers’ phone to call him for the money, beaten for not taking responsibility when someone steals his brother's expensive toy-train in the compound, sent outside in the cold because he wept when his mom was gifted a hot slap, among other stories. Despite all of this, he decided to force happiness despite the chaos. So, he created his own emotional algorithm. But nothing is permanent. 

Flute excelled in debates and geography, but exchanged that for religious studies and sciences. He failed steadily in high school. Despite his mom's motivation, he didn't get any input from his father, who had stopped looking into his performance, because Sam was always the top in his class with a very huge margin in middle school. But behind Sam, well, young Grace came. This was not just a rival or something like it,  instead it was collaboration. Sam had stumbled upon a little beauty who'd change his life, forever. After coaching her in their free time in school, Grace's intelligence came to light, while Sam's ingenuity skyrocketed, and by the time their connection was hit by the teacher's spotlight,  they were already skipping classes to go dissect wild rats in the deserted town subway for part time studies. 

One day, around afternoon, Flute was with his father at the construction site when the news of Sam's rogueness reached on a phone call from a professionally concerned teacher. His father had taken him there as a casual intern. The news shook the perfectionist father, and he clasped his feast like he wanted to slap Flute for eavesdropping, but remembered there were people around watching his tenseness surprisedly. Flute knew things won't be easier for Sam from that time, and that feelings formed his first official act of defiance to his father’s orders, who yelled at him to stick around when he was already flying away through the gate to find a place to rest Sam's matter. 

The disrespect, circumcised ego, and hatred his dad felt was so insurmountable that he left work and went to sit somewhere alone in the storeroom for hours. The image of a superhero he had created for himself among his co-workers had been tainted by his own son, who, even worse, spent his whole life trying his best, even using extreme teaching techniques, to teach compliance-masked-as-obedience and discipline. He didn't realize that his definition of discipline had just been updated in Flutes dictionary with a more versatile one which emphasized its voluntary aspect.

Flute ran home, hoping to find Sam there, but he didn’t. What his rush did was just to petrify his mom, whose fear for what her husband would do for Sam outgrew that from Sam being lost. She asked Flute to find and bring him  home before father comes from work. After searching everywhere around the city, Flute stumbled upon him behind the school, as he was trying to climb the wall, getting into the school for his bag. He was almost full grown then, around 14, but Flute didn’t mind. 

“Sam! Sam! Come here,” He shouted. “What do you think you are doing?” 

Sam turned, smiled. “Hey! What’s with the adventure? Don’t you have somewhere to be?” 

Flute moved closer to him and pushed him in fury. “Answer me!” 

Sam made a few strides back. His eyebrows swelled a bit as he watched his brothers heartbeat pacing, trouble all over his eyes, and body barely getting under control.

“I was about to climb the wall, get back inside... for my official school bag. Before coming home.” 

Flute remained silent as eye contacts did their thing. For one, it was full of fear, for the other, curiosity. “What’s happening?” Sam asked as he put his bag on the ground in shock. “Is mom alright?” Suddenly fear spread all over his face, before Flute smiled to calm him down. He picked his bag. “Okay, so, what are you doing here?” 

Flute stammered a little, very clearly unsure what to tell him. “Dad knows you skipped classes.” 

Sam became petrified. For a few seconds he stood there completely confused. His mind danced on the possible ways he’d feel pain, but he didn’t know he was just a few hours out from emotional sterilization. Uhm, after thinking... “What did he do to you when he found out about me?” 

Flute smirked at him. “Nothing. What could he do?”

Sam, while confirming if the zip of the bag was tightened, said, without looking at Flute, “That’s good news... You’re fine.” He tucked the bag at his back and leaped up. Flute felt weird, almost like his presence didn’t matter, and that he was the only one afraid of what was waiting for them.

“No, I’m not fine. Where did you go? And whose bag is that?!” Flute retorted.

Sam hung from the top  of the fence with his right hand. Straining to talk while lookin g back at Flute, “Why don’t you go around and wait for me at the main gate? It won’t take me a minute.” He watched Flute’s disappointment with a smile. He said, “We haven’t officially met.” He then jumped to the other side, leaving Flute behind, wishing to not go around.

Students had been released to go home for the day by the time Sam returned, but he was not only calculated, but also very quick. He managed to camouflage among the few students remaining in school and smuggled his way to class and away from the compound without any authority figure catching a scent of him. When he came out of the gate, he found Flute, impatiently waiting for him. Sam smiled at him, disarming his anger. He couldn’t afford to be cold to his little brother who was apparently in danger, because that could be the last time they smiled at each other for a very long time. Sam took a small dirty metallic tin with a tight lid and handed it silently in Flute's hand. 

“What’s this?” Flute asked. 

Sam looked down. He didn’t know whether to be literal or professional about his class-time adventure. “It’s a rat.”

Flute dropped it down immediately. “Jesus! Sam. What are you doing with a rat in school?” 

Sam picked up the tin and secured it firmly under his armpits. “There you just scrambled my experiment.” 

Flute looked at him in shock. He knew he wasn’t some kind of a smart-ass, but he didn’t expect Sam to prove him so wrong. He just threw a sight of confusion at Sam for a few seconds without saying a word. “I didn’t get it from school, Jerry. We had to scavenge for them. There are not so many of them around the streets.” 

Flute nodded in implied disagreement, and tapped Sam’s back, nudging him to start walking. “So, you skip classes to go rat-hunting? And you just find that justified?” 

Sam giggles. “Justified. Justified? Does it matter? Because I don’t think it does.” 

Flute yelled at him, “Yes, it does, Sam. The first step in becoming reasonable is knowing the kind of risks to take and others to leave alone. You put us all in danger.” 

Sam stopped walking and watched as his brother stirred up the confrontation then popped up with laughter “Oh, I’m sorry to drag you guys down the lion den. Let’s just hope the lions are vegans, for I don’t want you or mom to have your thighs licked with a rough tongue...” 

Flute scoffs, “You find this funny?” He clasped his hands hard in pain. He didn’t know what to say or what to do. 

Sam read this very keenly. He started walking. “You shouldn’t have come, you know. I can handle myself. You’ve done enough getting blamed and punished for my mistakes. I bet it’s time you start focusing on your own life, and let me mess mine in peace. No fingers crossed.” 

Flute scoffed, “You think that’s easy?” 

Sam coldly replied, “Yes.”

Flute said, “Then go tell that to dad. Maybe you can save us all.” 

Sam welled a little tears in his eyes and muttered, “I ain’t got no time for negotiating with psychopaths.” 

Flute fired back, “What did you just say? Am I the psychopath here now?” 

Sam slowed down, looking away, trying to hide his wet eyes. “No. Not you!” 

Flute went over to him and saw the tears, “Hey, what’s wrong?” 

Bitterness, betrayal, neglect and hatred was now boiling down in Sam. He wiped the tears off his eyes, watched his brother’s confusion and started to pace. “You wanted to know where I went. To the Eastern downtown subway... I hope that makes you feel better.” 

Flute Said, “No Sam, it’s not about that. We were just so worried about you, I don’t know why you did that. It’s just not okay. You shouldn’t skip classes like that. You don’t know what falling out of glory with teachers feels like.” 

Sam removed the tin from his arms and slid it in his bag. He stood and looked at Flute, very bitter. “Dad won’t pay for my science fair trip fare,” Then quoted, “The country doesn’t need more doctors, just architects, lawyers or army” and proceeded, “So, I forged another way to secure a seat in the bus. I succeeded. That’s why I went to find the rats for my project.”

Flute asked, “Sam, next time just let me know when you’re about to do something like that. And the subway is particularly very dangerous, and very dark.” 

Sam scoffed, “Dark, yeah. That’s exactly what made it the best spot.” 

Flute asked, “What if something happened to you there alone.” 

Sam smiled, the picture of Grace flared before him and he said, “It’s deserted, Jerry. Deserted. Besides, I wasn’t alone.” 

Flute asked, “ Who were you with?” 

Sam danced his head in contemplation and looked ahead. “We’re almost home.” Then he started walking fast. 

Flute paced after him. “Look, when dad asks you about it, just say you were in the lower classes library, doing your project outline, because the main library was closed, and all the classes were occupied. Nobody ever checks that library so often. It’s a good shot. I’d tell him we’ve squared it with your class teacher, and that you won’t do it again. Deal?” 

Sam smiled, “Deal.”

They reached home to find their father patiently waiting for them, with hot hands. After playing detective for minutes, and Sam narrates just like they planned, the father grinned in masked fury. He ordered Flute to go to his room, so he remained alone with Sam.

“Hey Son, Who am I to you?” 

“Father.”

The father steadied his gaze on him. “Come closer, and stand right here in front of me.” He ordered. 

Sam moved slowly, barely keeping the obedience alive. He watched closely as his father’s gaze turned towards his bag, especially on the rod-like shape that slightly protruded from its side. “What’s in that bag?” 

Sam stammered a little. “My books, and a 32 cm ruler. Nothing much...” His father wasn’t convinced, and Sam knew that for him to somehow make him less interested, he had to bring the battle to him willingly. “Can I put the bag down...and show you?” He asked. 

The father smiled at him and said, “No, I don’t think that’s necessary.” Sam released a huge sigh, and smiled. 

“You can go.” His father ordered. 

Sam started walking towards his room when that father called again, “Hey, maybe I should check that bag after-all. Come back here!” 

This petrified Sam. He stood still facing away from the father before turning around suddenly with a broad smile. “What?” He asked.

The grim face on his father confirmed to him that time works differently on different people. His earlier ‘what’ was quickly replaced with “...” silence. He took the bag from his back and hung it from his hands, while instinctively making no step towards danger – his father, who encouraged him, said, “Come on. What are you afraid of?” 

“Okay.” Slowly by slowly he started taking stuff out of the bag, a mathematical set, a few books...after that, he put the bag down to diffuse the weight. Then took out a large modeling clay, “This was for our 3D geometry class.” And smiled. His father tapped his feet on the ground synchronously while seeing how good Sam had become in smartness. His mother came from the kitchen with a coffee thermos, “Hi mu—” 

“No mum-ing now, Sam.” His father yelled at him at the top of his voice, shaking the mum terribly, forcing the thermos to fall off her hands and break, all its contents spilling all over. Flush rushed downwards. The father looked around at all of them starting with Flute then his mum and yelled in an increasing tone, “Look at you, all of you. When one is not clumsy, he is stupid, and the other is a pathetic liar!”

He paused to let the smell of the hot spilled coffee warm his overworking nostrils with a good scent. He then took a pack of cigarettes and lit one and started smoking before violently pushing the chair he sat on backwards. “All of you, go back to your quarters.” He yelled at Flute and his mum, who didn’t bother to make a step away — perhaps the scene was too interesting to walk out of, or they suspected something else, something more sinister that their obedience would never compensate for. The open defiance, the second one that day, didn’t just flare up the father’s anger, and made him feel powerless before his subjects, and he wasn’t prepared to let this go like he did with Flute. So, show time.

He threw the cigarette he was smoking on Sam’s books. “Perhaps I should remind you of who buys  the books.” Before Sam could reply, he jumped on him, throwing his body thudding on the floor, and with one hand, he lifted the bag upside down and all the remaining contents in it fell down. Grid arena, bottle of vinegar, coloured pencils, thermometer, Arduino setup with a photodiode and a very long and heavy LED light made of 12 aligned 5-volts dry cells. He paused to look at Sam in surprise, or discontent. What he was looking for hasn’t fallen. He shook the bag further, more vigorously, and the metallic tin fell, its lid flew away. Inside the lid, a meticulously dissected rat came out, with a silver scalpel still taped on its tail and a tag ‘Grace the surgeon.’ On more vigorous shaking, a chart fell, with four vivid columns — Stimulus, Reaction, intensity and Moral Weight. But still, his father didn’t care. The very one thing he was looking for was still hidden somewhere in the bag. He knew it, but couldn’t pinpoint where. 

***
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SAM GREW UP A TROUBLED child. His whole life had been drowning in immersive sympathy. Though he did get occasional harassments from his father, he felt worse when he saw the kind of mistreatment his mom and Flute went through. This started growing on him as a minor concern, to care, to chronic discomfort, to stress, to depression, and birthed a motive. A motive that sparked his first interest in studying organic mechanics, or just, pain. But his drive wasn’t really about humans, but animals. He felt they were naturally endangered with human existence. This started growing exponentially when he saw his mom beheading a hen during his  10th birthday, to celebrate. The hen had just finished layering her eggs and was about to start 'sleeping' on them to hatch. That became his worst birthday ever, because of how he felt a communication with the hen, who was supposedly begging for her life by shaking its feet in vain against the tight grip of his mum and a sharp knife that started to penetrate her throat.

He asked his mother if the hen had to die, and the mom replied, “Why not? They were created to be eaten.”

The first question that popped in his mind, though he didn’t ask forthright, was ‘If they were created to be eaten, then why were they made to feel pain? Either the creator was a psychopath, or the pain isn’t real, or the idea of animals being created to be eaten  was just a selfish belief humans created to hide their monstrosity.’ Either way, he had to find out. He asked his mother, “Are we eating them out of survival or convenience?” 

His mom left the hen on the ground, already soul-starved to death, and looked at Sam in surprise. She had the sharp knife in her hands, stained with blood dripping down on the hens white spread wings. She asked him, “Sam, where is this coming from?” 

Sam looked at her and the knife in disgust. “It’s feeling pain, mom!” 

His mom smiled and giggled at him and said, “Sam!” 

But Sam was already burning with discomfort. “Prioritizing our own appetite over animal lives is evil. The suffering is way greater than the few seconds of pleasure we get from zombying on it, mom. It’s unethical!” He ran back into the house crying. 

Flute ran after him to offer comfort and show him how ridiculous he was becoming. He knocked on the door and little Sam said faintly, “Go away, Jerry.” But Flute read that otherwise. He came inside anyway. “I’m not going to eat it. I swear!” Sam added. 

Flute sat beside him on the bed and spread his hands, “Come here” He invited him for a hug. Sam leaned in and Flute whispered in his ears, “Tell you what? It doesn’t matter what happens now. It’s already dead. Eat it or not... It won’t come back.” 

Sam pushed him in disgust then moved to the furthest end of the bed, looking deserted. Flute said, mimicking his father’s deep voice “No more hens will be killed in this house. I, Gregor Drift, have ordered. Obey, or decay.” Sam laughed, but then immediately regained his sadness. “Let me tell you something,” Flute started, “ Something you’ll learn in future. Maybe tomorrow, next week, next year or even this afternoon.” He moved closer to him to whisper, “You know what a predator is, right?” 

Sam slammed him, “How old do you think I am? Three?” 

Flute just giggled and continued, “Predation exists in nature. Humans are just part of the cycle.”

Sam thought about this for a second and said, “I see. You kill or destroy something just because you can. What’s the morality in that? How long will it take for humans to justify tormenting other humans? Because when that happens, don’t call it injustice. It’s just the law of nature.”

Flute looked at him with sympathy. Not because he understood his point of view, but just because he was sad. Sam added, “She was about to start brooding, Jerry. All those chicks will die. Or you’ll use them to supplement your bloody protein deficiency. The only difference between that with pregnancy abortion is that this one was involuntary, and the chicks got orphaned before they’re born.” Flute got shook with the absurdity he felt coming from Sam, who continued... “She had her family too, just like mom has us. Just because we don’t understand their consciousness doesn’t mean they don’t have one.” Now, his eyes were getting flooded again with tears. 

But his father came in just at the moment. “What did you do to him, Jerry? How many times have I told you to never make him cry?” He slapped Flute’s back so hard that he released a talented cough. Flute staggered his way out of the room while Sam watched in shock. Sam trembled as his father took his hands gently to lead him to the living room. But at the back of his mind, he had made a conviction to find out more about animal psychology, and that’s what amplified his academic excellence, because his reason for studies was not to please his complacent mom or the father he never asked for, but to find the truth that will give him peace, or trauma. But he felt real trauma was better than fake peace.

After that incident, he got fully immersed in research and studies about living organisms. Not body parts, the number of limbs they had or the style they used when mating — but their behavioral characteristics, and perhaps brain size. He forged his way into becoming the youngest laboratory representative in the school's history. He made his father proud, and brave. But he didn’t know that, against the colonial-era school rules, his priceless son managed to successfully steal his smartphone to school for more than a year to record his experiments and hide the recordings in the safe folder before innocently returning the phone back to where his father left it to go for work. He even rebelled against going to boarding school, saying it’s utterly overhyped, yet those who excel there would do the same in day schools, while the rest just suffer from having books forced down their throats for aesthetics.

***
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SO, WHEN HE SKIPPED classes that fateful day, in the company of Grace, he left his official bag in the lab, which he had swapped with his little ‘experiment’ toolbox. The mistake he did was that he left the phone charger in the bag that day. When the lab technician came across the charger, he escalated the matter to the class teacher. But that was after the teacher had notified the father that Sam went away from school without permission, and he made another call, but that was after Flute left, which prompted the father to come home early to check whose phone was being charged in school – only to find out that it’s his own mobile.

That put Sam in an already dire situation, but the father just kept his cool. And when Sam came home, he asked him politely about what he had in the bag, and watched sadly as Sam lied to his face. When he told him to leave, well, that was a confirmation that Sam was indeed lying to him. And that painted a picture of his own failure before him. Well, a wife he hated for personal reasons, his firstborn son who he had neglected for being dumb and unreasonable, now the only last child, the one he believed he did everything for in order to not let him down and taught discipline and respect, started doing the unthinkable, like smuggling phone to school lying about it like it’s nothing and walks away like he didn’t deserve being asked. That... That was unforgivable. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





