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The Skeleton Cult
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A crazy, wild tribe, living amongst the trees

Their bodies torn and withered, from their heads down to their knees

They worshipped the man in the temple, serving him endlessly

But little did they know, of his actual identity
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THE MESSAGE

Waves splashed and rolled onto the white sandy beach, dampening the soft grains, and wild palm trees sprouted up into the air further back from the shoreline, reaching for the faultless clear blue sky. The Andaman Islands are paradisiacal in every way, and this one was no different. It was a clique almost, an unspoiled stretch of natural habitat that would take anyone’s breath away. 

Further down the beach, however, things were a little more surreal. Rows of dark, skeletal bodies were assembled along the terrain, all standing upright and erect under the blazing hot sun. There were at least a hundred of them, all completely still, each one with a manic, delirious look in their eye with their spear down by their side. Identical in their posture, man or woman, each one held a bony hand high up in the air in a frozen salute. It was as though a pause button had been pressed, each and every one of them glued in position.

Had there been anyone around to observe this bizarre ritual, they would not only have been shocked by the apparent randomness of it all, but the sheer sight of their hands would’ve stunned them into a stupor. There was something very freakish and unnatural about their hands, for the fingers were excessively long and spindly, shooting up into the air like long, stiff tentacles. This was mirrored behind them in the form of a large monument sticking out of the dirt and sand, a bamboo structure with its own five digits. This elongated hand symbol clearly held some kind of importance for them, so much so that they’d tied twigs to their fingers to enhance their salutes.

A peculiar sound was resonating through the warm, humid air around them while they stood in their poses, coming from each of their mouths:

‘hhhmmm…click…hhhmmm…click’

It was a deep humming sound, punctuated by a series of clicks. This, too, was obviously of some importance to them for they indulged in the activity with focus and perseverance, reeling off the hums and clicks with clear-cut precision.

This clan, this tribe, had been in their positions for hours, the various men and women holding their aching, withered arms up in the air the whole time, but they were nowhere near done yet. This frightful ceremony would continue until the sun sank down towards the horizon and the light faded away, and then, and only then, would they disassemble their frail, malnourished bodies, pick up their spears, and disappear back into the thick tangle of trees from which they’d emerged.



      [image: image-placeholder]Orange lantern light flickered and danced against the canopy of leaves in the heart of the jungle, causing an array of shadows to bounce and skitter about the place. Up above, through the gaps in the trees, stars twinkled against a jet-black sky. All eyes were on the large stone temple, its chunky steps and ancient blocks of masonry decorated with homemade lanterns burning brightly. The tribe’s ceremony had now entered stage two, and they were lined up in a similar fashion as before but without their augmented fingers. Their arms were down by their sides now as they stood at the base of the temple steps, but they still stood with the upright posture of a grenadier guard. Hunger and fatigue was visibly eating away at each and every one of them, the whites of their eyes shot with red veins and their rib cages protruding out from their skin. It was close to four a.m. now, and they hadn’t eaten a thing all day, nor had they had much rest from the prolonged rituals they’d been putting themselves through. Every now and then, a dull thud would interrupt the low cacophony of hums and clicks as a body hit the floor from exhaustion, a weakened member fainting after reaching their physical limit.

Upon close inspection, there seemed to be something contradictory about the tribe; something about their appearance didn’t make sense. Their skin reeked from the weeks-old grime and dirt that clung to it, their clothes were little more than rags, and their teeth and nails were falling apart, but every single member, females included, had neat hair that was trimmed to perfection. This inconsistency was odd, bordering on comical, as though they were imitating someone else’s style.

Movement from within the temple caused a stir among the group. A figure became visible through one of the windows, a dark silhouette set against more lanterns that were flickering away inside. With slow, careful movements, they walked onto the outside landing, paused for a few seconds, then made their way down the chunky stone steps towards the rows of delirious onlookers. The atmosphere around the temple had now completely transformed, and it seemed as though everyone was waiting for this mysterious person to speak. The man, tall and firmly built, looked out towards the assembled crowd with a blank expression, his smooth features smeared with dirt but otherwise faultless. Like the tribe before him, he too appeared to be something of an oddity. Grease clung to his skin and clothes, but he was otherwise well-trimmed and in good condition. A blond shock of hair was swept across his head, short and neat, and his features had a handsome beauty to them.

He looked out of place standing there under the jungle canopy, but it was clear that the tribe appreciated his presence and held him in an exceptionally high regard. Their cropped hair and rigid posture was obviously an imitation of his looks, and they stared up at him with silent expectation, the hums and clicks long subsided. When he eventually spoke, it was in the tribe’s own language, and he spoke it with perfection, holding their undivided attention the whole time. And the message itself was surely very poignant, for there were gasps and cries of astonishment from all of the rows, with some people even breaking down into tears.

Once the speech was over, the man turned on his heel, then walked back into the temple. As soon as he was out of sight, back in the depths of the old building, the clan broke out of their formation and fell into a state of disarray and panic, thrashing around like headless chickens. Their panic and anxiety was well justified, however, because they’d just been told that a very important visitor would soon be arriving on the island—and it was no less than god himself.

THE ARRIVAL

Chas Youngham was gasping for breath by the time he finally managed to get himself over towards shallow water, coughing and sputtering. He was beyond exhausted and in a deep state of shock, his mind ablaze with traumatic thoughts and images. It looked as though he was safe for the time being, but just a few hours ago he’d witnessed his close friends drowning before his very eyes, so he was hardly in the mood for celebrating. They’d all been on a small boat, him and his three other backpacker friends from England, exploring some rocky caves around the Andaman Islands. They should never have gone out there, not without a guide at least, but in the spirit of young, twenty-something men, they’d ignored the advice of the locals and ventured out to sea to do some amateur exploring. It’d gone well at first, and they’d impressed themselves with their rowing abilities, but as soon as they’d gotten close to the caves, a series of submerged rocks and boulders had ripped the hull of the flimsy boat to pieces, throwing them all out into the unforgiving sea. His friends had died right there in front of him, but somehow, probably due to a mixture of luck and above-average swimming skills, Chas had managed to keep himself above water, eventually washing up on this island.

Wet, disoriented, and bedraggled, he looked around and took in his new surroundings. The island had been nothing more than a blur to him as he’d approached it, a dash of green swishing across his peripheral vision as he thrashed around in the waves of the open sea, but now he could see it all clearly. Under better circumstances, the place would have been beautiful, the unspoiled stretch of pearly-white sand cleaner and purer than anything he’d ever seen, but right now, in this terrified frame of mind, it looked no more welcoming than the raging ocean behind him.

The trees looked too dense and tangled to venture into, so he instead traipsed along the stretch of beach, the scorching heat from the sun instantly drying his clothes. For ten minutes or so, the only sign of life he could see consisted of birds and insects fluttering around the place, but this was about to change. The first thing he detected was a strange sound coming from around the gentle curve of the beach, somewhere just out of sight. He made his way steadily towards it, curious and intrigued. It was like a deep, continuous hum, flowing across the humid air in a low pitch, and the closer he got to it, the more certain he was that it was human in origin. Chas stopped dead in his tracks when he saw the source of the noise. When he saw the large assemblage of people lined up neatly in rows, his jaw dropped and his eyes grew wider. The whole thing could be a mirage, Chas thought as he took in the giant hands reaching up for the sky. But he knew in his heart that this was not true; what he was seeing was very real, no matter how creepy and unsettling it was.

Things erupted very quickly. One of the scrawny-looking figures turned and spotted him, then alerted the others. Within seconds, the tribe had dispersed from their neat, straight rows and were heading towards him, the sound of wild screams and wails replacing the deep hum. Fearing for his life, he turned and sprinted back the way he’d come, his feet sinking into the hot white sand in a nightmarish fashion. The race was lost before it’d even started, however, and he knew it. He was too exhausted to move quickly across the fine grains, too dehydrated to exert energy under the intense rays of the sun, and too baffled by what he’d seen to even concentrate on the task of running. He was on the ground when they reached him, collapsed and defeated. Hands began pulling at him from all directions, dark bodies looming over him and gripping his arms and legs. Chas began to scream and beg for his life, but his hysteria died down after a few moments when he realised that they were not trying to hurt him. They were armed with spears, but they didn’t seem to want to use them. They were too intent on hoisting him up into the air, cheering and laughing, apparently joyful of his presence on the island. Dozens of palms probed him in a crazed frenzy as he was lifted up and carried away, voices squealing all around him in delight. He didn’t put up a fight as he was whisked away towards the trees; he instead surrendered himself to this paroxysm of love and admiration, stretching out upon the carpet of hands in a mixture of wonder and befuddlement.



Lying there, seven feet above the ground with arms and legs akimbo, he watched the intricate network of leaves and branches pass by overhead, thankful for the shade it provided for his sunburnt skin. Brief waves of panic flushed through him every few minutes or so when he thought about the insanity of what was happening to him, but his fatigue plus the apparent benign nature of the crowd kept his fear in relative check.

He remained in this spreadeagled position for some time, hypnotised by the bursts of verdant foliage skimming by above his head, oblivious to the mutterings of the tribe in their foreign language. The experience had become so trippy and ethereal that the dreamy hand of sleep almost had him in its grasp, the ceiling of green coaxing him into unconsciousness like a lullaby to a baby, but just when he was about to give up trying to keep his eyelids open, he felt himself slowing down. The terrain underneath him seemed to suddenly change, the many hands grasping him tighter and more firmly, and when he turned his head to see what was going on, he was confronted by a huge temple standing ominously in front of him, its crumbling stone blocks half-consumed by the ivy and thorns of the jungle. The various men and women below him lowered him to the ground, steadying him as he found his feet, then pointed him in the direction of the tall, antiquated structure.

Before Chas even had a chance to get his wits about him, he was being ushered up a huge set of steps, then coaxed into the building’s shadowy interior. Once inside, he was encouraged to walk towards an elaborate-looking shrine on an elevated platform, which was embellished with numerous decorations. Chas looked up at this shrine through bleary, tired eyes, taking in the elaborate arrangement of lanterns and wooden ornaments. It also didn’t escape his attention that a large hand-like symbol had been painted on the wall in an unknown substance, very similar to what he’d seen on the beach, but he was in no frame of mind to try and work out what it meant. With the roomful of people behind him still urging him on, he climbed up onto the shrine and sat down on the hard floor. Despite the complete lack of any cushions or bedding, there was no doubt in Chas’s mind that he could sleep right there where he was, so he leaned back and stretched himself out on the floor. A series of confused gasps rang out across the room as he did so, however, and the sudden change in the atmosphere in the room told Chas that he was breaking some kind of cultural etiquette. He was far too tired to care, though, the long swim in the volatile ocean having drained him completely.

The last thing Chas saw before drifting off into a deep sleep was the sea of heads watching him from all four corners of the room, their sunken faces aghast. They were watching him with a frightening intensity, hardly taking the time to blink, their dedication and focus completely unfaltering.



      [image: image-placeholder]Chas felt shaky and jittery when he woke up the next morning. His body had gone without food for twenty-four hours, and it was screaming out for nourishment. It took him a few minutes to fully regain consciousness, his eyes straining against the bright morning rays of sun beaming through the windows and cracks in the temple walls. When he felt ready and strong enough, he sat up, leaning on one elbow, and looked across the room. For a second, he thought he was still dreaming, seeing things that weren’t there, his body tensing up with a sudden stab of icy fear. The natives were in their exact same positions, kneeling and sitting on the hard floor, watching his every move. Judging from the bags under their eyes and the gentle rocking of some of their heads, Chas had to presume that they’d been there all night, studying him as he slept.

Overcome with a sudden bout of stage fright, Chas was too scared to move. The dozens of gazes and stares were pressing down upon him, making him anxious and self-conscious, and he felt glued in position. Food and water were becoming an urgent need, however, so he fought through his nerves and fear and rose up to his feet, brushing himself off. He had yet to see anyone from the clan eat anything, but he figured there must be fruit growing somewhere out in the trees, so he climbed down from the shrine and began walking towards the main temple doorway. His actions and movements caused his many admirers to murmur and fidget amongst themselves, and they shuffled around to clear a pathway for him. They then rose to their feet in his wake, grabbing their spears and following him out into the jungle like a herd of sheep.



As Chas greedily gorged on fruit and berries, stuffing handfuls of them into his mouth, he could sense their surprise as they stood a few feet away from him and watched. Do these people not eat? he thought, glancing over at their withered forms. Their behaviour was a mystery to him, but it wasn’t going to stop him feeding himself, so he continued to eat until he could eat no more.

After his much-needed breakfast, Chas walked back to the temple and spent the rest of the morning lying around by the temple steps, flanked on all sides by confused-looking tribe members.

MURRAY

As the days wore on Chas gradually began to feel revitalised. He created a loose routine for himself, sleeping for six hours each night, eating fruit and berries from the jungle during the day, and drinking rainwater collected in appropriately-shaped leaves. After studying the tribe for a longer period of time, Chas realised that they did eat and drink, but they did so guiltily. They seemed to be more concerned about keeping their hair neatly trimmed than they did about keeping themselves nourished, but the exact reason behind this was still unknown.

Their reverence and admiration for him was never ending. The last thing Chas saw each night before he drifted off to sleep was a roomful of motionless forms silently watching him, and it was also the first thing he saw every morning when he woke up. The language barrier prevented any kind of deep communication taking place between them, however, and it was for this reason that Chas was completely oblivious for some time that there was a third party living in the temple. When he first heard the heavy footsteps echoing around an inner corridor one evening, he nearly jumped out of his skin, and he was forced to swiftly investigate.

He was in his usual place when it happened, up on his decorative shrine, and he looked down towards the many faces, looking for some kind of reaction. A plethora of questions ran through his mind upon hearing the sound: Had the tribe heard it? Who could it be? Are they a threat? It was dark, and the flickering shadows cast by the lanterns rattled his nerves and intensified his fear. There were entire sections of the temple that he hadn’t yet seen, several rooms and corridors unexplored, and so as he followed the direction of the sound he was literally walking into the unknown. As always, he had his admiring followers just a few steps behind him, but they seemed to be more interested in watching him than protecting him.

The footsteps stopped after a few minutes, but Chas felt fairly confident that he knew where they’d come from. He turned a few corners, passing crumbling blocks of stone jutting out from the walls here and there, until he spotted a lit-up doorway in the distance. Putting one foot carefully in front of the other, he gingerly approached the illuminated room and peered inside. To his horror, a tall, well-built man was simply standing there, now completely silent and motionless. He was big and fairly stocky, his shoulders firm and intimidating under the soiled rags that hung from them. Chas was instantly freaked out by the sight of him, his demeanour unusual and unsettling. He could only see the back of him from where he stood, but that was enough.



After one or two minutes, he still hadn’t moved an inch, and Chas actually began to wonder whether he might’ve fallen asleep standing up. But his eyes were open, he could just about see that from where he stood in the doorway, so he clearly wasn’t asleep. What’s he doing? What’s he looking at? thought Chas, following the man’s gaze towards the far wall of the room, where nothing was to be seen other than the crude, jagged brickwork. The entire room was empty, in fact, apart from a few dusty piles of rubble here and there, no furniture of any kind.

The sight of this stranger standing there had a peculiar effect on Chas, and after a while he could take no more. He edged away from the room as silently as he could, trying to keep his presence unknown. He suddenly wanted to leave the temple right away, to get away from this odd, intimidating man, but he also knew that he was effectively trapped inside of it. It was pitch black outside, and navigating through the unforgiving terrain of the jungle was simply out of the question. It was hard enough during the day, let alone during the night, and even if he somehow managed to make it to the beach in one piece, he still wouldn’t be able to go any further than that. He looked over towards his followers for some kind of guidance, some kind of clue as to who this man was, but received none; they just continued to crouch further along the passageway, quietly observing him, as always.

Chas decided that he would have to remain in the temple at least until morning, but he would do so cautiously. If he slept at all, he would sleep light, keeping his ears peeled for any sound. He had the comfort of knowing that he wouldn’t be alone, not with his crowd of admirers by his side, but whether they’d defend him or not if push came to shove, he wasn’t quite so sure. They all made way for him as he turned and headed back towards his shrine, their faces twisted with even more confusion than usual.

EPIPHANY

The next morning, Chas was too tired and anxious to eat. He would usually go out to pick fruit shortly after waking up, but he’d hardly slept a wink, and he didn’t feel up to it. Now that he knew that somebody else was residing in the temple, he could think of nothing else. At the first sign of daylight, he’d hurried out of the temple just to get some air and think, and now he was sitting at the top of the temple steps. Just as he was wondering how the two of them had managed to avoid bumping into each other for so long, he heard slow footsteps behind him. When he turned his head, he saw the man walking out of the temple entrance, a nonchalant expression spread across his smooth cheeks. Chas jumped up to his feet, worried that a confrontation was about to take place, but on the contrary, the man hardly seemed to notice him. There was a brief look in his direction, a blank glance over to where he stood, but little more. In the bright light of day, the man looked even stranger. He had a stiffness about him, an awkwardness that oozed from his movements and gestures. He also looked completely out of place on the island, at a total contrast to the natives.

There didn’t seem to be much of a threat, at least not an immediate one, so Chas relaxed slightly as the man stepped towards him. A million questions still ran through his mind, though, the main one being whether or not the man spoke English. When the gap between them had been reduced to about two metres, the man stopped, looking over at Chas with calm, expressionless blue eyes. A few seconds of uneasy silence passed, until Chas finally said:

‘Wh…Who are you?’

‘My name is Murray.’

The man’s voice really threw Chas off balance. His appearance was unsettling enough, but his voice was something else entirely. It was flat and emotionless and didn’t really fit the situation. There was no surprise in his tone, no curiosity at having met somebody else on the island, just a relaxed casualness like he was speaking to somebody on the street who’d asked for the time.

‘And…do you live here on the island?’ asked Chas, when it was clear that he wasn’t going to get asked about his own name.

‘The island is where I reside, yes.’

‘Wh…What are you doing here?’

There was a brief pause while the man absorbed this question, his features completely unreadable.

‘I’m here to study the local plants and fauna.’

‘Really? So you’re a scientist of some kind?’

Another pause, then, ‘Yes, I study natural organisms.’

‘Do you have a team with you? Any coworkers?’

‘I conduct my research alone,’ said the man, still looking at Chas with an expression that bordered on boredom. There was yet another brief pause, then he said, ‘If you’ll excuse me, I have to attend to certain matters.’

‘Err, yes, of course,’ muttered Chas, stepping aside so Murray could make his way down the big stone steps.

Chas was curious about the relationship between Murray and the tribe. He watched as the man walked down towards them all, strolling along with his big strides. The tribe were not panicked in any way by his presence, although they certainly acknowledged it. They moved over and cleared a path for him, allowing him to reach the wild thicket. There was noise coming from him as he walked off into the wilderness, some kind of muttering, but Chas could only hear snippets of it:

‘…es…cour…err…es…of…cours…’



The encounter was baffling and raised more questions than it answered. Murray was creepy to say the least, but Chas knew that he could be the key that he needed to get himself off the island. For days now, he’d been pondering the idea of jumping back into the sea and trying to swim for help, but now he had another potential option at his disposal. He would stay put for now, he decided, and try to work out exactly who Murray was, and whether or not he could help him return to civilisation.



      [image: image-placeholder]Murray was not an easy person to get close to, however. His reserved and elusive nature made him hard to watch, let alone approach, and the more Chas tried to do so, the more he understood how he’d managed to go so long without even being aware of his presence. He had a regular routine in place, leaving the temple every morning to venture into the jungle, then returning shortly before nightfall, but socialising certainly didn’t seem to be at the top of his agenda. The man was content in his own little world, going about his daily jobs and tasks with little concern about anything else.

After a few unsuccessful attempts at conversation, Chas decided to follow Murray during one of his walks through the jungle. Waiting patiently by the temple steps one morning, he let Murray walk off into the foliage, then trailed behind him, just out of sight. While this espionage mission was taking place, Chas had his own followers trailing behind him, of course, but they were all far enough away from Murray to remain unseen. For about an hour or so, he watched on as Murray trudged around the uneven terrain studying plants and leaves, gazing towards the various organisms with his blank expression. It was odd watching him work, painful even, such was the sheer awkwardness of the man. It didn’t escape Chas’s attention either that he had no equipment with him. At no point did he take notes or photographs, and Chas wondered why this was.

After a while, Murray walked out of the thick growth and headed towards the beach. Chas was confused about this at first, but he reasoned that there must’ve been plenty of life in some form or other out by the shore. Keeping a safe distance away, he continued to follow him towards the sunny beach with the clan close behind. The sound of splashing waves became detectable and the light penetrating through the trees became more intense, but Chas stopped by the edge of the tree line, refraining himself from walking out onto the sand. He didn’t want Murray to see him, and he was much more well-hidden in the trees than he was on the beach. Crouching down in the dirt, leaning against the thick trunk of a kapok tree, he peered out at Murray as he walked out into the sunshine.

A few seconds later, Chas couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

Murray was standing directly in the glare of the sun, showing no sign of discomfort whatsoever, when suddenly he raised his right hand high up into the air. Chas instantly recognised this gesture to be similar to the one he’d seen the tribe do countless times before, but things were about to get even stranger. Once his hand was up in the air in a fixed position, Murray’s fingers began to stretch and grow. Chas watched in shock and horror as all five digits became elongated, pointing up towards the clear blue sky like sticks. He actually rubbed his eyes a few times while this was going on, convinced that he was seeing things, but every time he looked back towards Murray he saw exactly the same thing. Each finger was about three feet in length, protruding from his palm like a long stiff twig; it was completely abnormal, sending shivers of revulsion up and down Chas’s spine as he watched on, open-mouthed. But as his eyes adjusted to the light he realised that the fingers weren’t made of flesh, they were made of metal. They glistened and reflected the rays of the sun, shining brightly like polished steel rods. A series of clicking noises became detectable during this time, as did a strange humming or whirring sound, similar to a large computer being booted up.

Chas’s heart was doing somersaults in his chest as a chilling epiphany came to him: Murray was a droid.

Suddenly, everything made sense. The tribe’s entire culture was based on Murray. Everything they did was an imitation of his actions and behaviour: the hand-like structures, the hand-like paintings on the temple walls, the ritualistic salutes, the humming and clicking noises, and even their neatly trimmed haircuts. But there was even more to it than that. Chas looked over his shoulder towards the clan members crouched behind him, taking in their protruding bones and tired, bloodshot eyes. They were depriving themselves of food and sleep because they never saw Murray doing it, obviously because he himself didn’t need to. At some point, Chas concluded, Murray had been put on this island and the tribe saw his abnormal features as god-like, eventually worshipping him and adjusting their way of life accordingly. This revelation was enormous, but two questions still remained: Firstly, who put Murray on the island? And secondly, why were the tribe now worshipping him instead of Murray?

He looked back out towards the white sandy beach, where Murray was still standing with his hand raised up above his head. The fingers were clearly aerials of some kind, used for transmitting or receiving signals. And if Murray was picking up or sending signals in this way, Chas thought, that meant that somebody somewhere was communicating with him. The more Chas pondered this the more he saw it as a potential way to get off the island, and it reignited his hope. Murray had been built by someone, and whoever they were, or wherever they were, they’d eventually want to come and collect him. Chas didn’t know whether Murray’s makers were friendly or not, but his situation wasn’t ideal anyway so he didn’t have much to lose.

He thought about walking out onto the beach and approaching the droid, but decided not to. He looked unresponsive out there, even more so than usual, shut down to perform this specific task. With a newfound sense of optimism, Chas climbed to his feet and returned to the temple, the various tribe members following suit. Murray was definitely going to be his ticket out of there, but first he had to work out how he was going to set it all into motion.

MURDER

The sun was low in the sky, sending warm orange rays through the gaps in the trees. There was a mellow atmosphere around the temple, too, the tribe silently sitting and watching Chas as he chewed on some berries. Chas was patiently waiting for Murray to return from one of his walks, ready to confront him and ask him some questions. He’d been holding back all week, hesitant to say anything to the droid for fear of his words being transmitted to some unknown foreign source, but now he didn’t care. He had to find out who made the robot, and he wanted to see if he could extract the information from it verbally. When he came stomping out of the bushes, Chas rose to his feet and blocked the steps, firmly standing his ground.

‘Who sent you here, Murray?’

The droid stopped a few feet away from Chas, moving his synthetic lips. ‘Who sent you here, Murray?’

‘Answer the question,’ spat Chas.

‘I’m conducting solo research.’

‘Yes, I know, but who sent you here?’

‘That’s an interesting question. Unfortunately, I don’t think I have an answer for it right now.’

Murray walked around Chas and proceeded to walk up the stone steps, forcing Chas to turn and follow.

‘Wait! Don’t just walk away! Who made you, Murray? You’re a droid. Who built you?’

‘I apologise, but I’m afraid I can’t assist you with this matter.’

‘Apologise? Apologise?! I’m stuck on this fucking island, for crying out loud! I need some fucking answers or something! Anything! Please!’

‘I will consider your request and get back to you as soon as I can,’ said Murray, still climbing the steps.

‘Who do you communicate with while you’re on the beach?’

‘Who do you communicate with while you’re on the beach? Who do you communicate with while you’re on the beach? Who do you…’

Chas gave up. He watched Murray disappear into the shadows of the temple, repeating his question over and over again. Once the droid was out of sight, he turned to walk back down the steps.

He didn’t get further than two paces, though, before coming to an abrupt stop.

The entire clan was gone, vanished. The large patch of ground where they’d previously been sitting was completely empty, and Chas looked across it, puzzled, in the manner of a distraught child who’d just lost his parents at a fairground. At some point during his angry encounter with Murray, they’d all got up and scarpered, but he’d been too fired up to hear or notice anything. ‘What the hell?’ he muttered, gazing around in complete bafflement. It was the first time they’d left his side ever since he arrived on the island, so whatever it was that made them dart off must’ve been very significant. As he was scratching his head, trying to work out which direction they’d gone, a faint noise reached his ears. It was coming from straight ahead, from the thin pathway that led towards the shore, and it sounded like the cries and yells of a mass brawl. Without a moment’s thought Chas took off in that direction, eager to find out what the hell was going on.



The shouting and chanting grew louder as he ventured through the dense habitat, and by the time he got to the beach it was deafening. A big cluster of bodies were out by the shoreline, all thrashing around in a state of panic, and it soon became clear that some kind of fight was taking place. Chas’s initial thought was that a scuffle had broken out between two members of the tribe, but when he spotted the small boat floating behind them all, rocking and bobbing on the waves, this theory was blown apart. Someone else had arrived on the island, and they were being beaten to within an inch of their life.

It was a lone man, lying on his back near the edge of the water, his arms and legs curled up in a defensive pose. An onslaught of kicks, punches, and spear stabs were raining down upon him, coming at him from all sides, and he was powerless to stop it. His agonised pleas for mercy were drowned out by the bloodthirsty screams of the tribe, and the resulting sound cut through Chas like a cold knife. Even from a sizeable distance away, the carnage was too much to bear, the level of violence almost animalistic in its nature.

After a few minutes, the man ceased struggling and fell back limply against the damp ground. But the brutality didn’t end there. Even after the man had died, four members of the clan each grabbed an arm or a leg and lifted him above the ground, holding him firmly. Then, as Chas watched on through gritted teeth, they pulled and heaved at the man’s limbs, tearing them off one by one. Once the man had been reduced to a limbless torso, his assorted body parts were then thrown out to the frothy sea, left to drift away into the wide blue yonder alongside his empty boat.

Chas had seen enough. He sprinted back into the seclusion of the trees, shaken and stunned by what he’d just witnessed. He was running, but he didn’t really know where he was going. Was he still safe here on the island? Had the tribe flipped? Was he next? Would they turn on him now? His body was a bag of fear and adrenaline bouncing along the dirt path, and he’d lost all coordination and rhythm. The exposed tree roots and contours in the ground that he usually stepped over with ease were now causing him to trip and stumble, and he was struggling to remain on his feet. He fell towards the floor, tears of frustration streaming from his face, wincing from the pain of the impact.

When the tribe appeared behind him, heading his way fast, he braced himself for whatever might’ve been coming his way. They were upon him in seconds, flanking him from both sides, and Chas curled up in defence. But the attack that he was expecting didn’t come. Hands reached and grasped at his arms and legs, but they did so out of hospitality, carrying him because of his injury. Chas tensed up as the tribe lifted him and carried him like they’d done when he first arrived, feeling as though he was caught in the grip of a pack of murderers. They were now cast in a different light to him, their withdrawn faces taking on demonic forms.

But it was also clear that they meant him no harm. As he was carried horizontally through the jungle once again, drifting upon a cloud of hands, the fear for his own safety diminished. They had all just committed an act of brutal murder, but they’d done it to protect him, and now, in a final act of loyalty, they were carrying him back to safety. Chas’s head spun from the emotions and thoughts bearing down on him. Who was the man on the beach? Did he really pose a threat, or was he killed for no reason? And if he did pose a threat, did that excuse the tribe’s actions? In terms of immediate practicality, only one thing really mattered to Chas now: he was, for the time being, safe. If the man on the beach was connected with Murray, his chances of making it back to civilisation had been seriously impaired, but at least he was still safe for now.

ODDBALL

It was late in the afternoon, and the Indian Maritime Search and Rescue Team were about to call it a day. The light was beginning to fade, the sun nothing but a faint red-orange glow on the distant horizon, and despite searching the waters around the Andaman Islands all day, they still hadn’t found the fourth backpacker. The search had been going on for weeks now, with daily patrols being sent out around the relevant areas, but nothing had turned up. The other three bodies had revealed themselves straight away, floating near some rocks by the mouth of a cave, but the fourth one was proving itself to be hard to find. There was a possibility that the young man was still alive, of course, but every member of the rescue team doubted this. They all understood the rough nature of the Indian Ocean, the sheer force of the waves and current, and the man would have had no kind of life-saving equipment with him whatsoever.

‘Okay, let’s turn around and head back,’ said the search team leader, a burly-looking man in his mid-thirties. ‘There’s nothing here.’

The skipper nodded briefly, then spun the inboard diesel rescue boat around with experienced dexterity. They’d travelled no further than fifty metres back in the direction of their base, however, when one of them spotted an unusual-looking object bobbing along across the waves.

‘What’s that?’ shouted one of the team personnel, leaning over the edge of the boat.

‘What’s what?’ said the team leader.

‘That! Over there!’

The search team leader recoiled in horror when he finally saw it, then ordered the skipper to stop the vessel. Just a short distance away from them, right there in plain sight, a limbless torso was floating on the surface of the water. The belly was bloated, the mutilated stumps showed exposed flesh and bone, and the sagging head was pale and ghost-like. There was a moment of unease amongst the team as they squinted down towards the wet carcass, taking in the ghastly sight, and during that moment they all realised the same thing: this was no longer an accident investigation; it was a murder investigation.



      [image: image-placeholder]‘So what are we dealing with here?’ said Metropolitan Police Chief Inspector Beckett, looking over his desk towards the constable who’d been researching the situation.

‘The murder victim is a Mr. Terry Crandall. An apparent eccentric loner who was living on the outskirts of South London.’

‘Is he connected in any way to the missing backpackers?’

‘No, sir. Indian authorities contacted the man who hired out the boat to Chas Youngham and his friends, and he didn’t see anyone matching Terry Crandall’s description.’

‘Okay, it could just be a coincidence that they’re both English,’ said the inspector. ‘And we’re completely sure that Crandall’s injuries were not sustained at sea?’

‘Yes, sir. The pathologist confirmed that the injuries were not caused by a shark attack, or anything like that.’

‘Right, so it’s definitely a murder investigation.’ Inspector Beckett scratched his chin in contemplation. ‘Has Chas Youngham been found yet?’

‘No, he hasn’t. The bodies of his friends have been found, but he’s still missing.’

‘What did the pathologist have to say about Chas’s friends?’

‘The official report cites drowning as the causes of death. No foul play suspected.’

‘All right, what do we know about this Terry Crandall?’

‘He was a strange one, sir. A bit of an oddball. His house is full to the brim with odds and ends: tools, electrical equipment, computers, you name it. He even converted a couple of rooms into workshops.’

‘What did he like building?’ asked the inspector.

‘Gadgets,’ said the constable, after clearing his throat. ‘And…’

‘And?’

‘Well…robots.’

Beckett sighed. ‘Go on.’

‘We’ve been through all of his stuff, notebooks, photographs, everything, and it’s very clear that he built some kind of robot, sir. Or droid, as he refers to it in his notes.’

‘And what do we know about the droid?’

‘We know that it’s very advanced and sophisticated. I have no idea how he managed to develop this thing on his own, but the evidence suggests that he did, and it’s very good. His hard drive is full of videos recorded by the droid, and—’

‘Videos recorded by the droid?’

‘Yes. It appears that he sent, or took, this robot to one of the Andaman Islands to gather information. There’s still loads of footage that we haven’t seen, but we think we’ve worked out what’s happened.’

‘Yes?’

‘Terry Crandall appeared to have an obsession with these islands, sir. He wanted to study everything, the plants, the animals, the natives, and he used his droid to do it.’

‘Why didn’t he just do it himself?’ asked the chief inspector, looking baffled by everything he was hearing.

‘Certain tribes around the Andaman Islands are notoriously hostile, sir. They’ve been known to attack visitors. Maybe he used the robot for his own safety.’

‘Do we know which island this robot’s on?’

‘Yes. The Indian authorities have identified it using some of the footage we sent them.’

‘How did Crandall get the robot there?’

‘That, we don’t know, but he certainly managed it somehow. And once it was there, he let it do all of his dirty work for him. And this is where it gets strange, sir.’

‘More strange than it is already?’ sighed Beckett.

‘Yes, I’m afraid so. The natives of this island must’ve been of particular interest to Mr. Crandall, because he made a massive effort to try and communicate with them.’

‘He tried to communicate with the natives through this…droid of his?’

‘Yes. And he was very successful, too. He was able to learn the tribe’s language.’ The constable thought for a moment. ‘Or maybe it was the robot who did that, we don’t know yet. But either way, he spoke to them via the droid. And…well, the thing is, sir…’

‘Go on. Spit it out,’ said Inspector Beckett.

‘This tribe…well, all of the evidence suggests that they worshipped the robot. When it appeared on the island, they’d obviously never seen anything like it before, it was completely new to them, and over time they began to see it as magical. They thought it’d been sent down from the heavens or something.’

‘Bloody hell, I’ve heard it all now!’ said Beckett, holding his head in his hands.

‘Crandall must’ve seen an opportunity here, sir, because he used the tribe’s reverence of the robot to his own advantage—or at least he tried to. When he saw what was going on, he sent a special message to the tribe via the robot.’

‘A special message?’

‘He ordered his robot to approach the tribe and tell them that he, or it, was not the one they should be worshipping. The message stated that the real, ultimate god would soon be arriving on the island, and they should worship him instead.’ The constable leaned back in his chair. ‘This was all delivered in the tribe’s own language, of course.’

‘And this so-called god was Mr. Terry Crandall himself, I take it?’ grumbled the inspector, rolling his eyes.

‘Yes. Crandall was trying to set himself up as a god on the island. He saw how much they admired his robot, and he was trying to divert that admiration towards himself. From what we can see, sir, the man was a reclusive loner. He had no girlfriend or wife, his house is like an electrical junkyard, and according to his neighbours he seldom went out. Who knows, maybe he was jealous of his robot? Maybe he saw it as an injustice that the droid was appreciated and loved, while he himself was festering away in the darkness of his cold house?’

Inspector Beckett rubbed his eyes and took a deep breath. ‘So you’re honestly telling me that this man falsely convinced a tribe on the other side of the planet that he was some kind of supernatural being, and then actually tried to travel over to them to let them worship him?’

‘That’s my personal conclusion, yes. And it’s backed up by lots of evidence.’

‘How did he get there?’

‘By plane and by boat. We’ve been through all of his emails with a fine-toothed comb, and we’ve found plane ticket receipts and an invoice for a boat he hired from somewhere in India.’

‘So why was he killed? Why did his body turn up floating in the sea with missing limbs?’

‘This is what we still haven’t worked out, sir. Anything could’ve happened, though. He could’ve been intercepted on route and attacked by pirates, or he could’ve been killed on the island and then thrown back out into the sea.’

‘Killed on the island? But the tribe would’ve wanted to protect him, wouldn’t they? Not kill him.’

‘Exactly. That’s what makes me think that he may have been intercepted on route to the island.’

The chief inspector’s face suddenly dropped.

‘What is it, sir?’

‘Is this robot still sending videos back?’

‘Unfortunately not. We think that Crandall may have sent it a command to stop relaying videos the day he left England. He probably didn’t want anybody to know where he was. Why do you ask, sir? What is it?’

‘You don’t suppose this Chas fellow…’ Inspector Beckett trailed off, the idea swirling around in his mind stunning him into silence. Once he’d had a moment to recompose himself, he looked over at the constable and said, ‘Find the commissioner’s direct extension. We need to get someone over to that bloody island right now!’

DEADLY FACE-OFF

Chas gazed out towards the sea of obedient faces before him, a warm smile spread across his cheeks. He was sat on his shrine, casually leaning on one hand, happy and peaceful within himself. The dust had long settled from the attack on the beach, and he’d started to see the whole thing in a different light. There’d been a change of outlook, an adjustment of his psyche, and he no longer saw the tribe’s actions as deplorable. Their actions that day had been for him, all for him, and he had no choice but to acknowledge that and be grateful. The incessant love and servitude that oozed from them had consumed him, encircling him in a constant haze.

For a long time, Chas had puzzled over the source of this love, wondering where it all came from, but it just didn’t seem to matter anymore. The only thing that mattered to Chas now as he sat up on his elevated platform, basking in the mellow vibes, was that he had the tribe and the tribe had him. The island was his home, the temple was his house, and the tribe were his family; nothing outside this seemed to matter anymore. The problems and questions had grown distant, becoming dim and insignificant, the urgency and importance losing its edge. He was living in a world of contentment.

This contentment was suddenly smashed, however, when a loud noise echoed in from outside. The sound caused everybody in the room to jolt, instantly altering the atmosphere of the room. All heads turned towards the main doorway where a withered tribesman stood panting for breath, exhausted after having run back from the beach. He was shouting in between each painful gasp, trying to convey something. Chas was yet to fully grasp the clan’s dialect, but there was no mistaking the general message that was being put across: trouble had broken out again, and assistance was needed.

The masses shot straight up to their feet, ready to defend their deity once again, and pelted outside. As this unexpected commotion was taking place, Chas was overcome with a strange sense of intuition, and he knew at once what was going on. They’d found him; the outside world knew where he was, and somebody was out there to collect him. This realisation had a peculiar effect, putting him into a strange dilemma: should he listen to his brain, which was telling him to run to the beach and climb aboard whatever rescue boat was there waiting for him? Or should he listen to his heart, which was telling him to stay with his loving, loyal followers? Abandoning the island now would be akin to abandoning his family, turning his back on the ones who’d killed for him, but staying there would be akin to pure insanity.

He walked outside, then halted by the top of the temple steps, watching the men and women sprinting away towards the shore, spears in hand. His mind ached from the predicament that he was in. Should he stay, or should he go?



      [image: image-placeholder]When the rigid-hulled inflatable boat reached the shoreline, the handful of elite soldiers jumped straight out. Dressed in black, they were highly visible against the white sand of the beach, but their mission was not supposed to be of a covert nature. Their orders were to collect Chas Youngham by any means possible, then get the hell off the island. Rifles at the ready, they trudged across the hot sand, their skin clammy with sweat under the thick, protective layers of their uniforms.

It didn’t take long for the natives to show up. They emerged from the greenery, spears in hand, ready to attack their unwanted visitors. A deadly face-off soon broke out along the stretch of beach, with the two opposing factions confronting each other with their own style of weaponry. The sweltering air was tense and heavy, thick enough to taste. Things were about to erupt, fingers squeezing triggers and hands gripping spears, when there was movement from further down along the tree line. A figure walked out onto the sand, calm and fearless, and turned to face the soldiers.

‘I’m Chas Youngham,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’

Nobody dared take their aim away from the tribe, but the commander called over to Chas, shouting out of the side of his mouth.

‘Walk slowly towards us, Chas. No sudden movements.’

Surprisingly, the tribe didn’t seem fazed as he stepped towards them, and once they had him in a safe position they ushered him towards the inflatable boat, rifles still cocked and aimed. Within seconds, they were all aboard and the helmsman started the engine, steering the boat back out into the Indian Ocean.



The island shrank to a thin slit on the horizon as the rigid-hulled vessel soared across the open sea, fountains of fine white spray shooting up behind it. Now that the tense ordeal was over the special forces team allowed themselves to loosen up and relax a little, switching on their safety catches and leaning back in their seats. The commander turned towards Chas, noticing how quiet and distant he was. The young man was clearly in a state of shock, blankly staring out towards the waves, in need of some support. The commander had dealt with traumatised victims before, and he knew that it was better to get people talking rather than letting them sink back within themselves, so he attempted to coax Chas into some light conversation.

‘So, tell me about what happened. What have you been doing on that island all this time?’

The question hung in the air for a long moment. So long, in fact, that the team of soldiers on either side of the boat looked up at each other uncomfortably. Then, in a controlled, slow monotone, the answer finally came:

‘I was there to study the local plants and fauna.’



      [image: image-placeholder]Chas crouched in the cool shade of the trees as the soldiers sped away in the distance, a mere speck on the vast, rippling waves. He felt sad to see Murray go; he’d miss him, he knew he would. Communication and dialogue with the droid had been limited, to say the least, but he’d held a certain presence on the island nonetheless.

When the boat finally vanished, Chas looked behind him, back in the direction of the teeming vines of the jungle. His loyal family was scattered around the terrain, watching him with the usual fondness and wonderment. He was still none the wiser as to why they held him in such high esteem, but there must’ve been a good reason for it, he thought to himself, as he walked back into their embrace.
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