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The Year of The Red Sun

This novel is a work of speculative political fiction.

It does not depict conspiracy or secret coordination. It explores how institutional incentives, debt structures, bureaucratic procedure, and political fatigue can align over time to produce outcomes that appear deliberate, even when no single actor anticipated them.

The story examines administrative capture rather than military conquest, leverage rather than invasion, and relief rather than resistance.

Nations rarely collapse in moments of violence. More often, they adjust. They rebalance. They accept management where leadership once stood. In such environments, sovereignty is not removed ,  it is gradually exchanged for stability.

The events in this novel are fictional.

The mechanisms are structural.

A country that fell not through weakness, but through the fatal belief that management was leadership. 

By the time the difference was realised, the reins were empty, and nobody wanted to take them up!

Sunday  28th April 1996- forecast, 9° and cloudy

But it was pleasant. Not the kind of pleasant that demands a notice, just the quiet sort that makes you notice the wind for no particular reason.

“If you could stay out of the wind,” Donna said, smiling at the people, “are you having the pies outside, or in here by the fire?”

She handed over two curried meat pies on plates. One came with three dollops of tomato sauce, a combination that made her pause for a fraction of a second. Why tomato sauce with curry? And three? Perhaps one for each sense, just in case.

The couple moved to a vacant table for four by the fire, which looked like it could have done with another log, though it wasn’t asking. Donna heard them begin a conversation with another couple beside them.

“We were going to Port Arthur, but we think the wind will pick up this afternoon... Too cold for us Queenslanders!” one said, projecting a sense of civilised suffering. Donna didn’t catch the reply clearly, only something about it not being worth the money when it was too cold. “We’ll give it a miss today, see what happens when the weather gets better,” they concluded.

She watched them leave, calling out “Goodbye” as they opened the door. The bell chimed. She glanced at the clock: 11:45 a.m.

“We decided to head to the Port after all!” the woman shouted, cheerfully inconsistent. She had eaten only half her pie and one tomato sauce, and Donna assumed she had taken the other two with her. Good luck to her, she thought.

By one o’clock, the news was filtering through the bakery’s radio behind the counter, loud enough for anyone who cared to listen. At first, it seemed to be static, the kind that makes you reach for the dial out of reflex. But it wasn’t static.

It was the voice of a witness, speaking fast and tense, about a shooting at Port Arthur.

Donna checked the time: 1:42 p.m.

The clock-calendar marked it plainly: 28 April 1996.

The pies rested on the counter, cooling. The fire flickered low. Beyond the walls of the bakery, the world had begun to change in ways no one there could yet grasp.

The day wore on in the bakery with the quiet insistence of routine. The clock ticked; the fire muttered; the pies sat untouched, as if waiting for someone who might never return. Donna kept half an ear on the radio, which now carried fragments of the story that would not make sense to anyone who hadn’t been there. Words like shooting and hostage landed intermittently, punctuated by the witness’s tremulous voice, sharp with urgency.

Outside, the wind remained indifferent. It swept across the street, tugging at coats, rattling doors, as though aware of the absurdity of daily life continuing while something monstrous was happening not far away. People passed the bakery, shoulders hunched, eyes cast down, pretending the world outside had not just changed.

Donna noticed small, human moments. A man lingering too long over a loaf of bread, pretending to browse. A woman dropping coins into the till with a careful deliberation that said she wanted to believe she was normal. These were gestures against chaos, as if routine could somehow resist the weight of news like this.

The radio voice continued, fragmented, trying to convey what a single witness had seen: confusion, fear, doors locked against someone who had already crossed the line from planning to atrocity. Donna found herself staring at the clock more than at the words, as though time itself might explain the inexplicable. 1:42 p.m. had become a marker, a moment that would be remembered by some, and ignored by many, in the way such dates always are before their meaning settles.

She thought of the couple who had left for Port Arthur hours earlier, unaware of the unfolding horror. Donna could almost see them, making decisions about wind and pies and which tomato sauce to eat, utterly oblivious to the violence that would soon mark the day forever. The contrast between ordinary choice and the weight of human cruelty made her chest tighten, a quiet, simmering disbelief.

No one spoke much after that, not that anyone in the bakery could. Conversation seemed trivial in the face of something so absolute. Yet the world outside moved as it always did: cars hummed, doors opened and closed, the wind shuffled along the streets, carrying the faint scent of salt and smoke and inevitability.

And through it all, the fire burned low, and the pies cooled, as if insisting, stubbornly, that life, absurd, ordinary, fragile, must go on.

The afternoon dragged itself forward, heavy with a weight no one in the bakery could quite name. Donna moved behind the counter, wiping crumbs from the worn timber, performing gestures so familiar they felt like armour. The radio’s voice had shifted from shock to tentative reporting, the kind that licks around the edges of horror without ever claiming to understand it. Names were mentioned, some familiar, some not, and each seemed to carry a life of its own, breaking against the fragile certainty of the world.

Customers came and went, some glancing at the radio, some pretending not to hear, as if ignorance could be a shield. A boy tugged at his mother’s sleeve, pointing at the pies, eyes wide, not yet old enough to understand that some stories could not be sweetened with pastry. She hushed him, impatiently, or perhaps out of instinct, as if bending small bodies to social expectation could bend the world into something comprehensible.

Donna noticed how people lingered in half-measures: hands hovering over cups of tea, wallets unopened, voices lowered. There was a peculiar performative stillness, a quiet solidarity in distraction. She watched a man attempt a joke about the wind, and it fell flat, the pause afterward stretching long enough to make her notice the absurdity of attempting levity in a day already cracked open by terror.

The wind, of course, did not care. It swept across the street, tugging at awnings and hats, rattling windows, indifferent to the human attempts at order. Donna found herself staring at the door, half-expecting someone to burst in with the certainty of the news itself, but no one did. Outside, life went on with the curious stubbornness that the world always exhibits when catastrophe intrudes: mail delivered, dogs barked, engines idled, birds hopped along the footpath, oblivious and unrepentant.

And yet, every so often, the radio’s voice pierced the background, giving shape to the unthinkable. Donna could almost imagine the people at Port Arthur, the same couple who had argued over wind and pies, perhaps deciding which tomato sauce to take, caught now in events they would never have imagined. The contrast was almost unbearable: the triviality of human choice colliding with the enormity of human violence.

The clock ticked, indifferent, marking time that no longer seemed linear. 2:30 p.m., 2:45 p.m., minutes stretched, folded over themselves, each carrying the same quiet, insistent truth: the world could be ordinary one instant and irrevocably changed the next.

By late afternoon, the fire had burned lower, the pies had cooled entirely, and Donna realised that nothing in the bakery had altered in form, yet everything had shifted in meaning. The place remained the same, but the world beyond its doors had fractured. And inside, people tried, desperately, to find the threads of normality, small gestures, polite conversation, measured movements, to resist the sense that they were now inhabiting a different, smaller, more fragile version of reality.

By mid-afternoon, the radio’s voice had sharpened, its fragments no longer tentative. The words began to make sense, though only just. Shooting. Hostages. Casualties. The grammar of violence translated into numbers, places, names, none of which should have been necessary.

Donna moved behind the counter, wiping down surfaces she had already wiped, performing motion after motion to convince herself that cleaning could keep the world from collapsing. Every so often, she caught herself listening a little too closely, unable to stop, as the details slowly painted themselves across the ordinary street outside.

Outside, life continued with a maddening stubbornness. People walked past, shopping bags in hand, children tugging impatiently. The wind rattled the windows, indifferent, whispering through the eaves. Some glanced in at the bakery, as if seeking confirmation that the world inside had not yet been rewritten. Inside, no one could fully escape the knowledge that it had.

The news detailed what had happened at Port Arthur. A lone man, armed, moving with deliberate and merciless intent. Shops, cottages, tourists, locals, all caught in a sudden, unthinkable collision with violence. Witnesses spoke, voices trembling, some sobbing, some strangely calm, calm borne of shock, or of an understanding that words could never capture what they had seen.

Donna noticed the way customers stiffened, brows furrowed, hands paused mid-action. The mundane choreography of daily life, scooping sugar, passing coins, stirring tea, paused against the backdrop of incomprehensible horror. Some muttered to themselves, some whispered to neighbours, as if small talk could push the catastrophe away.

The radio continued: details of the shooter’s movements, the evacuation, the desperate calls for help. People had died, indiscriminately, caught in doors, hallways, parking lots. Names were read aloud, repeated, like an accounting ledger of lives abruptly stopped. Donna’s chest tightened, not with fear, exactly, but with the strange, helpless grief of someone witnessing humanity at its worst through a distance both literal and mediated by sound.

Time began to lose shape. The fire sputtered low in the hearth, pies had gone cold hours ago. Donna’s eyes drifted to the clock: 3:15 p.m. Outside, the wind carried the faint tang of smoke or perhaps ash. Everything familiar, streets, trees, mailboxes, seemed absurdly normal. Life continuing in the shadow of the massacre was itself a cruel irony.

Customers left in silence, carrying groceries, polite gestures, attempts to keep ordinary life intact. Donna watched the door swing shut behind them and wondered how it was possible to reconcile the world inside with the one beyond it. A man paused at the threshold, glanced at the counter, muttered “God...” and left. That single word seemed to carry the weight of the whole afternoon.

Inside, the radio still crackled, still carried the voices of witnesses who could not yet comprehend, who were trying to frame words around the unframed, measure the immeasurable. And Donna stood behind the counter, realising that routine, scooping sugar, wiping surfaces, arranging pies, would now have to carry the weight of bearing witness, in its quiet, ordinary, insistently human way.

The world had changed. Everyone in that bakery, and everyone who had passed it, would carry the knowledge of that day differently, but carry it they would. The date was etched now into more than clocks and calendars: 28 April 1996.

And somewhere beyond the wind-whipped streets and sunlit pavements, Port Arthur would never again be ordinary.
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The press conference held by John Howard on this day in Canberra followed an emergency meeting of the Australasian Police Ministers' Council. During this event, he announced the National Firearms Agreement, which introduced uniform gun laws across all Australian states and territories 

This is the crux of the Prime Minister speech at the press conference at Parliament House, Canberra

Mr Premier, Chief Minister, Ministers, ladies and gentlemen, 

today Australia has done something rare. It has agreed with itself.

The Commonwealth, the States and the Territories have reached a uniform and significantly tougher approach to gun laws. Not as a gesture, not as theatre, but as a decision, clear, collective, and overdue. In doing so, we believe we have made this country a safer place to live.

This agreement bans automatic and semi-automatic rifles and shotguns. It establishes a national system of licensing and registration. It is, without exaggeration, an historic moment in a debate that has shadowed this nation for decades and has now been forced into the open by the tragedy at Port Arthur.

Australians demanded a response, not slogans, not condolences alone, but action. Today’s outcome reflects that demand. Every government represented here has contributed constructively, and I thank the Ministers of the States and Territories for that cooperation.

The agreement is unequivocal. Military-style centre-fire rifles will be prohibited, as will self-loading centre-fire rifles, pump-action and self-loading shotguns, and self-loading rim-fire rifles. The ban takes effect immediately. Exceptions will be narrow and functional, principally for police and the armed services.

For primary producers, there will be no blanket exemption. Access to even low-powered self-loading firearms will require a demonstrated, genuine need, one that cannot be met by any other means. This has been debated at length, and the decision is deliberate.

Mail-order sales will be tightly regulated. All jurisdictions have agreed to enforce these prohibitions as swiftly as legislation allows.

We have also agreed that those affected will receive fair compensation. The details of financing the surrender scheme will be finalised shortly, and the Commonwealth stands ready to meet its share of that responsibility.

All firearms will be registered under an integrated national system. Licensing will be uniform, rigorous, and based on a simple principle: only those who are fit, proper, and have a genuine reason will have access to a firearm. Storage requirements will be strict. Safety training will be compulsory. Advertising and transfer will be tightly controlled.

There is no disguising what this represents. It is a significant cultural shift. Some will feel it more than others. Farmers and primary producers, in particular, will bear inconvenience, and I acknowledge that. They are law-abiding Australians, and I believe most will understand that this decision serves a greater common good.

This will result in the surrender of hundreds of thousands of weapons. That is not incidental. It is the point.

I do not pretend this will prevent all future tragedies. No law can make such a promise. But this is a serious, effective, and proportionate response to a serious problem. It is a conscious decision not to follow the American path, but to choose another one.

Today we have acted for the future of Australia. For our children. To affirm that ours is not a gun culture, but a culture of restraint and cooperation.

Finally, I want to acknowledge the work of police across the country, and in particular the Tasmanian Police. In moments like those faced two weekends ago, we are reminded, quietly, painfully, of their true worth.

Thank you.

Some of the questions asked, and answered included;

Q. Would this punish the wrong people?

A. Yes, some law-abiding Australians would be inconvenienced.

Q. Would it have stopped Port Arthur?

A. No law could promise that.

Q. Was this an overreaction?

A. No. It was a decision made with eyes open.

The four men of Chinese appearance playing pool at the Chamberland Hotel in Hay Street that same Friday afternoon did not look out of place. Not then. Not ever. Not even when they let out a loud cheer that cut through the clatter of balls, the slap of cues, and the general Friday-afternoon roar of the bar.

Which, taken on its own, meant very little.

It was Friday afternoon in Australia. It was a pub. It was packed. Loud noises were not only expected, they were practically compulsory. People cheered for football scores they didn’t fully understand, for mates who’d finally arrived, for drinks that had not yet been paid for. A cheer, in that context, was just another sound in the ambient chaos.

And the Chamberland sat squarely in the middle of Sydney’s Chinatown, where accents overlapped, televisions flickered with foreign news, and nobody gave much thought to who was cheering or why. Four men around a pool table were simply four men around a pool table, doing exactly what everyone else was doing that afternoon: passing time, killing the week, pretending the world beyond the bar was still operating by familiar rules.

Only later would the moment acquire weight. Later, the cheer would be replayed in memory, examined, mistrusted, assigned meaning it did not originally carry. That was how these things worked. Ordinary behaviour, once history intervened, was retrofitted with significance.

At the time, though, it was just noise. Just Friday. Just a bar doing what bars do best, absorbing the world’s tremors without quite understanding what had caused them.

Zhìyuǎn leaned his cue against the drinks table, gathered up the four empty schooner glasses, and threaded his way to the bar for refills. It was a practiced movement, casual enough to pass unnoticed, which was the point. He and the others were enrolled at the University of Sydney in Camperdown, postgraduate students by paperwork and appearance, residents of Australia on student visas, temporary and unremarkable in every official sense.

“Great job,” Wěilóng called out to Téngfēi and Hàorán  they waited for Zhìyuǎn to return. The words were pitched just loudly enough to compete with the bar, but not enough to suggest they mattered.

They held meetings like this, if that was the word for it, in busy pubs across Sydney. Noise was not an inconvenience; it was a shield. In a crowded bar, nothing stood out. Conversations blurred. Voices dissolved into beer, laughter, sport, and bad music. It was, from their point of view, the safest way imaginable to pass on delicate and highly restricted Chinese signals intelligence. No locked rooms. No lowered voices. No conspiratorial glances.

They had already been on their mobile phones that afternoon, speaking directly to a SIGINT contact in full public view while lining up shots on the pool table. No code words. No whispered instructions. Just ordinary calls in a foreign language, openly conducted, confidently dull. Who would suspect anything when secrecy made no effort to disguise itself?

That was the elegance of it. Espionage hidden not in shadows, but in plain sight, among schooners and chalk dust and the comfortable assumption that students were exactly what they appeared to be. In Australia, on a Friday afternoon, nobody looked twice. And that, they understood, was the most reliable cover of all.

“We’ve all been congratulated,” Wěilóng said, as Zhìyuǎn returned with the beers balanced on a tray, foam threatening mutiny. “Some money will be placed into our Russian bank accounts tonight.”

He said it the way other men might announce a happy hour special or a change in weather, lightly, without ceremony. Zhìyuǎn set the drinks down, the glasses landing with a soft, familiar thud.

“Allocations will be adjusted,” Wěilóng added lightly, as Zhìyuǎn set the fresh beers down. “Standard performance recognition.”

He did not specify accounts. He did not need to. It sounded no different from the bonus structure of any multinational firm rewarding analysts for reading a market correctly.

“And if the buyback expands?” Téngfēi asked.

Wěilóng smiled faintly.

“Then it expands.”

They raised their glasses.

There it was. The quiet arithmetic of consequence reduced to a bonus structure.

They called out “Hurrah!” in unison, lifting their glasses and drinking deeply. It sounded cheerful enough, indistinguishable from a dozen other celebrations unfolding across the pub, birthdays, promotions, the simple relief of the working week ending.

Around them, no one noticed. No one had reason to. In a crowded Sydney pub on a Friday afternoon, men toasted all kinds of things: overtime, visas, weekend plans, the fragile illusion that the world remained broadly familiar.

The four of them drank without urgency.

They were not celebrating control.

They were acknowledging confirmation.

In a country where systems were already drifting toward alignment, the most efficient strategy was not to push.

It was to wait.

And to recognise the moment when friction quietly became cooperation.

A success measured not by victory, but by the absence of scrutiny. And beneath it all, the shared understanding that the cleanest operations were the ones that passed entirely unnoticed, celebrated loudly, even, in full view of everyone who assumed they were harmless.

In Canberra, more precisely, at Number One National Circuit, Barton, the Secretary of the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Mrs Linda Marsden, was already leaning mentally toward the weekend. Not idly, not lazily, but with the controlled anticipation of someone who believed work should be finished properly before it was put down.

The department had been relentless that week. Drafts, redrafts, annotations, footnotes that bred overnight. Firearms legislation does that to people. It attracts opinions the way light attracts insects, and by Thursday afternoon every corridor had its own constitutional expert.

Marsden had argued with barristers and solicitors and even a professor of law from the Australian National University, brought in as a consultant and treated accordingly. They told her, carefully, repeatedly, that what she wanted was not only unconstitutional, but unfair to law-abiding gun owners across Australia. They used words like precedent and overreach and inevitable challenge.

Marsden listened. Then she dismissed them.

They were told, politely at first and then not at all, that it would be done her way or not done by them. The legislation was drafted exactly as she wanted it, clean, decisive, and unburdened by excessive concern for feelings. The law, in her view, was not there to comfort people; it was there to close doors.

By Friday evening, the documents sat stacked and final, the arguments exhausted, the consultants paid and ignored. The machinery of government, once aligned, had moved with satisfying efficiency.

Mrs Linda Marsden had not always been Mrs Linda Marsden. She had, once, been known as Zhang Lin, before marriage, before Canberra, before the careful smoothing of vowels and assumptions. She had become Marsden when she married Charles Marsden, former Australian ambassador to Singapore, a union that looked, on paper, both respectable and unremarkable.

Which was how she preferred things. In Canberra, the most effective power rarely announced itself. It drafted quietly, argued briefly, and went home for the weekend convinced it had done the right thing.

It was in March 1995, Linda had been working in Singapore for her Chinese employer, SIGINT, when she met Charles Marsden, not by chance, not by coincidence, but by timetable. The encounter took place at an embassy farewell for Marsden himself, newly widowed after what official language would later describe as a bizarre accident, a phrase that managed to be both accurate and entirely useless.

Zhang Lin arrived with a formal invitation identical in every respect, paper stock, crest, weight, tone, and barcode, to that issued to the Prime Minister of the Republic of Singapore. The barcode scanned cleanly. Machines, after all, have no sense of irony. To question her presence would have required admitting error, and embassies, like gods and surgeons, prefer not to do that in public. So Zhang Lin was warmly welcomed, smiled at by men who smiled for a living, and offered condolences she did not need to rehearse.

Marsden noticed her because she was anticipated to be noticed: attentive without being eager, sympathetic without appearing curious, attractive in a way that suggested effort had been made elsewhere. She spoke just enough, listened just a fraction more, and let silence do the heavy lifting. Grief, she knew, was not something to be challenged but something to be nodded at, gently, like a large animal blocking a path.

She had exactly one month.

That was the window. Thirty days to create the idea of a relationship, no more, no less. Love was unnecessary. Affection optional. Momentum essential. The objective was simple: when Marsden boarded his flight back to Australia, she would be beside him, not as luggage but as inevitability.

She aligned carefully. Grief made men careless, gratitude made them trusting, and loneliness made them mistake structure for destiny. Zhang Lin needed only to supply the structure. The rest, she knew, would take care of itself.

Charles Marsden postponed his return to Australia by a further month. When he finally left Singapore, he did so with the new Mrs Marsden, the delay explained to colleagues as a sudden flowering of late-life romance rather than what it actually was: logistics catching up with opportunity.

Zhang Lin found him to be a very simple man. Disarmingly so. Too simple, she thought, for the position he had held in Singapore, though Canberra had always been generous in its interpretation of merit. Friends,  and not the casual kind,  had done the heavy lifting for him. Friends in places where appointments were made over lunches that lasted longer than scrutiny.

Marsden himself seemed blissfully unaware of this. He possessed confidence without curiosity, authority without reflection. What he did possess, in abundance, was libido. It was insatiable, long deferred, and now unleashed with the enthusiasm of a man who believed history had been personally unfair to him. His late wife, he suggested,  when the subject surfaced at all,  had been unwilling or unable to meet his needs. He described this absence of intimacy not as a failing, but as a misunderstanding, the sort that simply happens to men like him.

He never spoke of the bizarre accident that had killed her. Never corrected the story. Never embellished it. Silence, after all, can be a form of self-care.

Zhang Lin did not ask. There was no mystery to solve. She already knew precisely how his wife had died, where, and why. Knowing things in advance, she had learned, made men like Marsden feel oddly safe,  as though the world were finally behaving itself.

Upon their return to Australia, Zhang Lin expressed polite, almost theatrical surprise when Charles announced that he intended to resume his former life in the Canberra house he had once shared with his late wife. The house, she implied without ever quite saying it, still had a pulse. Widows, she knew, linger longest in kitchens and bedrooms, and she had no intention of competing with a ghost who knew where the light switches were.

She explained, reasonably, gently, regretfully, that she would remain in a suite at the Lakeside International Hotel until Charles could secure a suitable apartment for her somewhere around the city. Not too far from the centre, of course. Quiet, but not isolated. Secure, but not depressing. Canberra specialised in such contradictions, so she felt confident something could be found.

She also declined, firmly, but with a soft smile, to use the late Mrs Marsden’s Mercedes. The refusal was framed as respect, which is the most efficient disguise for control. It wouldn’t be right, she said, to drive another woman’s car. Especially that woman’s car. What she would accept, however, was a new one. Similar, naturally. Same class, same colour, same understatement. Grief, after all, should not require sacrifice of comfort.

Charles agreed at once. He agreed to everything these days. Agreement had become his way of avoiding thought, and thought his way of avoiding memory. He mistook Zhang Lin’s precision for kindness, her boundaries for sensitivity, and her demands for stability. She let him.

From her suite overlooking Lake Burley Griffin, Zhang Lin unpacked only what she needed. Clothes were hung with care, documents remained locked, and the future stayed flexible. Canberra was a small city, but it was dense with power, and she had learned long ago that proximity mattered more than possession. The house on the hill could wait. The man already belonged to her.

It was after barely a week in their new apartment, still smelling faintly of fresh paint and unearned optimism, that Linda, as she was now known to the Commonwealth of Australia, asked Charles to get her a job in the public service.
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