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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It is a nice warm spring day. I am on my morning walk and enjoying the song of the birds. At this time of year the trees attract lots of them. Birds of all colours feast on the sap of new growth and flutter around in excitement. Like so many mornings before, I walk around the water fountain in the middle of the park. The light breeze sends a spray that touches me lightly on my face. I have always been superstitious, and knowing my fate, I take it as a sign of the beginning of my departure.

        I am seventy-four and my oncoming birthday means my end. I know that my son Duke has arranged for the kit that everyone my age fears; men and women alike.
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        * * *

      

      George and Magda lived a harmonious life together. When Magda reached the age of seventy-two, she had three years to live. The thought that her husband of almost fifty years would soon be gone consumed her with despair and sadness.

      "I want to go with you," she said to him in the morning as George bent over to put on his walking boots. His back was sore from years of hard work in the mine. When he straightened up to face her, the pain showed in his face.

      "No dear, I prefer to walk alone."

      "I meant I want to join you on your journey to die."

      "No dear, I prefer to die alone."

      "Besides," he said taking his walking stick from the shelf above him, "Ella still needs you."

      The door closed between them. Magda felt terrible. It was as if he didn’t care about her feelings, she thought. For God’s sake, she was his wife!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        How will Magda manage without me? She will have to find her inner strength and I will have to help her find it while I am still around. At nineteen, Ella is still a child. Without Magda, she would soon be taken by one of those satanic monsters, raped and left with nothing but grief. I love Ella to death. When Magda gave birth to her at the age of fifty-three, I knew that God had sent her. Ella is an angel of God who we must protect as long as she lives.

        But when I am gone, their situation will change, because Magda and Ella will be vulnerable. I cannot count on Duke. He seems to have been completely brainwashed by the New Order government. No wonder he has become like this; he is in one of the top positions and is constantly making new laws. Useless new laws that are supposed to rejuvenate our population and slow down the economy. But what about our knowledge? The knowledge we old people have acquired over decades of life? Our life experience and wisdom? God let us grow old for a reason!

        Is this perhaps why God sent us Ella? An angel to heal our society from the ugliness of money making and the ever increasing immorality that's going on around us and making us sick. How can this so-called new order work when they even try to take away our beliefs? I've always been a Christian, so why should I confess to this nonsense religion they call Omnipresent Truth, where they put all the world's religions in one pot?
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        * * *

      

      After George had gone for his morning walk, Ella came out of her room to comfort her mother. She had overheard her parents' brief conversation. Ella knew her father was mentally preparing to take the poison.

      She took her mother in her arms and stroked her back. Magda immediately relaxed at her touch. "I don't understand why George is worried about you, Ella. You are the stronger of us, not me."

      "Mummy, as long as I am around, nothing will happen to either of you."

      "What do you mean, Ella? Please speak clearly!"

      "I can't," Ella said. "But believe me. You and Daddy will not die at seventy-five."

      "But Ella, how can you say such a thing?"

      They heard the door open. Ella gave her mother a warning look.

      "Shhh." She put her finger to her lips.

      Duke walked in and threw his keys on the hall table. "Hey you two, I just came for a snack. Mum, do you have anything prepared for me?"

      "Yes son, it's your favourite today."

      "Roast chicken with baked potatoes and green vegetables?" He asked and took two steps into the kitchen. He sat down at the rectangular table and put his feet on the chair opposite. Dirt slowly ran down the sole of his leather boots and dripped onto the old wood.

      Duke was a tall man with an unforgiving gaze and a cold expression. Well into his thirties, his hair was beginning to fall from his forehead, exposing his strong features. A straight, long, sharp nose separated his menacing eyes, which once had a dreamlike expression. But dreaming was a thing of the past, for he tried hard to hide his feelings. From the moment he became an official of the New Order government, he was a different person.

      He sat down. "I am ready."

      His mother hurried into the kitchen to serve him a plate of her delicious smelling food. Duke began to eat without saying a word. He was starving. It had been a busy morning at work. There had been a boom of seventy-five-year-olds this year, and all those senior citizens had to be processed. Their families had to be given the kit and informed of the legal procedures for disposing of their parents or grandparents. The choice between burial and cremation had been removed. Nowadays, all corpses are cremated and the ashes used as fertiliser on farmland. The human ashes had to be treated to dilute the high sodium and lower the high pH, which had spawned a whole new industry.

      Duke chuckled as he shovelled a piece of chicken into his mouth.

      New jobs had been created and the elite shared in the profits. The elite were those who invested heavily in the new industry to reap huge returns. Right from the start, ten years ago, A.S.H.E.S. shares traded at unprecedented levels. A.S.H.E.S. was a multinational corporation with offices all over the world, consisting of companies involved in all aspects of human body processing. Recently they had discovered that there were different qualities of ashes from different people. In particular, the ashes of Africans were of a higher quality than those of the rest of the world's population. It was finer in texture and contained less salt. Scientists confirmed that this was because humanity originated in Africa - the cradle of human life on earth - and was therefore free from adverse genetic influences and engineering. As a result, the demand for African ashes grew steadily. A new law was being drafted to lower the mandatory death age for Africans from seventy to seventy.

      Governments saved billions of dollars on pensions and health care for the elderly. Globally, the fixed life cycle made financial investments more predictable, reducing risk and volatility. Returns soared. As economies grew, so did the size of families. After ten years, babies were being born at twice the rate as before.

      Duke shook his head in disgust. The only dilemma was the grief of the remaining spouses and families. Although he disagreed, the lawmakers decided on a generous bonus payment from the New Order government to ease the pain of grieving relatives.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        I am afraid to go home. Duke will be there having his lunch. I can no longer stand his coldness. He has changed so much in the last few years. Does he still love me?

        When he was growing up, he looked up to me like a son. He respected me and listened to my advice. When we went fishing, we would watch the swallows flying low, announcing the rain. We laughed when we pulled the big trout out of the pond. Afterwards we would rush home hungry and help Magda prepare the meal with the fresh fish.

        But when I turned seventy, he started treating me like rubbish. Like I was worth nothing, or worse, a stone on his leg.

        The other day he was moaning about the rubbish collection fee he had to pay in advance for our household and looked at me with a devastating look. What was going through his mind?

        Now that I am approaching seventy-five, he hardly notices me. Any day now he will be instructing Magda and Ella on how to administer the poison to ensure my death. Perhaps he plans to administer it himself, at a moment when I am careless. Unexpectedly and without fuss. That is his way. Without fuss. I myself have taught him this in various contexts, but I never expected it to be applied to my own disappearance. Without fuss.
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        * * *

      

      "Ella, you look beautiful," Duke said as he chewed on his chicken and potatoes. He looked at his much younger sister with admiration and cold pride. As if she belonged to him.  "That white dress suits you well!"

      "Thanks brother, I made it myself."

      "I didn't know you were a master of design and tailoring!"

      "You don't know many things about me," Ella said with a cheeky smile. She feigned ignorance of his profession, trying to keep their fraternal relationship alive. It would help her with her secret mission, which was about to come to fruition.

      

      George had just arrived at his front door when Duke came out. They greeted each other coldly. Looking for something to say, George asked if Ella was home.

      "Yes, she is, and she looks beautiful in her new home-made dress," Duke said.

      "See you later, son."
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        * * *

      

      
        
        It is nice to know that Duke loves Ella. But I am convinced that he loves her in more than a brotherly way. He has never brought a girlfriend home, nor has he spoken of any other woman but Ella.

        His cold gaze pierces me. Goose bumps run down my back and I am sure I see the devil in his eyes. I quickly walk into the house and am relieved when the door closes behind me. I climb the stairs with a heavy heart. The smell of chicken and vegetables tickles my nose.

        We used to get the vegetables from Alex, who grew them himself. Poor Alex, my friend, you are already gone. You would have been seventy-six today. I miss you. You were my only friend. We knew your time had come and when we said goodbye I told you to wait for me up there in heaven. I wish you could tell me what it feels like to go from life to death. I can still see the sparkle in your eyes as you spoke. Your family acted according to the norm, or what they call the norm these days, and killed you as instructed. I watched as your cold body was taken away in the night in that horrible box. No one in your family speaks of you anymore.
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        * * *

      

      George reached his apartment door. He was out of breath after climbing four flights of stairs. His lungs were in bad shape from years of breathing coal mine dust. After decades of using natural energy sources such as the sun, wind and waves, coal had once again become the main source of energy. The initiative had been started by a minister in the New Order government fifteen years ago and was now in full swing. Much to the chagrin of the environmentalists, among whom George always counted himself, natural energy sources had been put on the back burner because coal mining provided jobs for the lower middle class and fed the local economy.

      As he put his keys on the hall table, George noticed something unusual. Fearing the worst, he picked it up to have a closer look. Magda came to greet him and noticed her husband's frozen face.

      "What’s the matter, George?"

      "Who put this here?"

      Magda took the object from him and examined it. She stiffened.

      "Duke must have left it.“ Ella concluded, just as shocked, who had come to join her parents as soon as she'd heard them talking in the corridor.

      "This son of ours is not only part of this satanic, useless bunch of murderers, he is also a wimp!" George was beside himself. "The least he could have done was look me in the eye and explain what it was for and how to use it."

      Ella didn't want to hurt her parents with what she was about to explain. But they needed to know the truth. She took a deep breath and spoke as carefully as she could. "It's an electronic bracelet for you, Daddy. People your age are supposed to wear it around their wrist so the New Order government can track you on your birthday."

      Ella's chilling words slowly sank in. The elderly couple looked at each other in despair and grief.

      "… unless we poison you before," Ella continued and went to fetch the poison kit that Duke had left on her desk in her room.

      "I am feeling sick." George sat down in his favourite armchair in the living room.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Why do they do this to their own parents? Why am I doomed to die while everyone else around me lives?
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        * * *

      

      Ella sat down on the armrest and put her arm around her daddy. "You are not going to die so soon."

      "Ella, my angel, what are you saying?"

      "Daddy, I am going to tell you something that is top secret. Mummy, come here and listen to me. First let me close the doors and windows."

      "You are secretive, Ella." Magda said with a frown.

      "Yes. What I am about to tell you now must remain within these walls. I know I can trust you, because we are family." She looked at her stunned parents as she closed the window facing the street.

      "Of course you can trust us, child. We love you."

      George sensed that something was about to happen that would change his sad outlook. Ella looked happy and was bursting to tell them her secret.

      "There are rumours at the university. That is, they are not rumours; they are just called rumours.” She took a deep breath. "I know there is another world underground."

      "What? Where? How?" Magda asked, shocked.

      "The truth is, I work for it. Have you noticed that I spend a lot of time in my room lately?"

      "Yes, I have noticed that! I concluded that it was in preparation for my departure." George said.

      "Well, daddy, how dare you think that. I am sewing clothes for all the people who live there."

      "Who lives there?"

      "The over seventy-fivers!" Ella broke the news like thunder. She looked expectantly at her parents, who stared at her in disbelief.

      "Ella, is this wishful thinking or the truth?" George asked, as a feeling of hope washed over him.

      "Dad, it is the truth. I have arranged for you to be picked up next week, before the bracelet is due to be worn."

      "Picked up and taken where?"

      "Into the underground. They call it The New World."

      George swallowed hard.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        What if Ella was right? My life and the lives of many others would be saved. But what awaits me? Why have I never heard of the New World before?
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        * * *

      

      "Where is the entrance?" Magda asked. Her face lit up with excitement and hope. George hadn't seen his wife smiling for a long time. He picked up the mood immediately.

      "I can't tell you where the entrance is because I don't know myself. Dad, you will be anaesthetised when you are picked up. You will wake up in the New World a few hours later."

      George's alarm bells went off immediately.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Is Ella trying to ease my departure by telling me I'll wake up in a utopian world? Surely she means I will wake up in heaven after the lethal injection! This must be some trick her brother told her to tell me. I will have a word with that damned son of mine. Now he even lies to the person he loves the most. It all makes sense. Because Ella is the first and only woman he wants, he's protecting her to make my death bearable. He knows she will mourn me terribly, so he tells her a fairy tale with a happy ending. And Ella believes it? Shouldn't we all face reality as it is and not put a veil over it to make death sound like a wonderful experience? We are not Muslims!
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        * * *

      

      George spoke his thoughts, but Ella insisted that this was no joke. Under no circumstances was he to mention anything to Duke, or they would all be lost.

      "Duke has become an animal. Do you think I haven't noticed? I know more about him than anyone." Ella explained.
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        * * *

      

      As Ella grew up, she loved Duke unconditionally, as children do. But when she reached puberty, she noticed his strange affection for her. One night she found him touching her in bed. It wasn't unusual for him to touch her, innocently as siblings do when playing, but his heavy breathing made her realise that something was different. His hands moved over her growing breasts. Ella wasn't afraid to show her disgust. She threw him out and told him never to do that again. That night Duke left her like a beaten dog and never tried to touch her again. But she noticed his hidden stares and heard him moan in the morning shower.
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        * * *

      

      Magda cried. She felt lost and wondered why things had gone wrong with Duke. She blamed herself, but she did not know how to take better care of her son, because she and George had always done their best.

      "Dad, you said before that you trusted me because you love me. I love you too and I would never do anything wrong," Ella insisted.

      After a long silence, as everyone processed what had been said, Ella continued with her revelation. "Now I want to show you something. Come into my room, both of you."

      George struggled out of his armchair. No matter how many pillows Magda piled up behind his back, he couldn't sit comfortably. His back was killing him, but he couldn't afford to go to the doctor. Proper medical care had become a luxury. What little the New Order government provided didn't help his condition. And at seventy-five he was destined to die anyway, which in his case solved the problem.

      George groaned in pain, put his hand on his lower back and then followed Ella and Magda into her room. It was bright and sunny as it had two windows overlooking a meadow. George looked out and noticed the variety of wild flowers in bloom. Ella had always been grateful for her room, which was the nicest in the flat.

      Ella closed the door and pulled down the blinds. Then she opened her wardrobe, pushed her hanging blouses aside and opened another door behind it.

      "Ella," her mother said in surprise, "I didn't know there was another cupboard behind your wardrobe!"

      "It's not just a cupboard, Mother, it's a whole room."

      They walked through Ella's wardrobe.

      "This is unbelievable." George raised his hands to his face. He saw a room filled with rolls of fabric and clothes. A commercial sewing machine in the middle was Ella's workstation. Here she spent many hours sewing clothes of all sizes - trousers, shirts, skirts, T-shirts and dresses. Each item was neatly folded, sorted and stacked in piles. There were empty boxes waiting to be filled.

      George was overwhelmed by what he had seen and heard in the last hour. His daughter, whom he loved more than anything, had been leading a double life for years and he had only just found out. He couldn't be angry with her - no, but he wasn't happy about it either. His emotional world was a mess. Apart from Ella's revelations, he was also relieved to have avoided an early death, but dreaded to be separated from his beloved wife. Exhausted, he leaned on Magda, who supported him lovingly.

      "I need help filling all these boxes and I thought maybe you could help?" Ella said, looking desperate.

      "Of course, Ella. But how are you going to get them out of the building?" Magda asked.

      "Through here." Ella opened a small door in a corner. A narrow ladder led to an underground tunnel which, she explained, was connected to the New World by a maze of other tunnels.

      "This entrance is for deliveries only, and no one can use it except those who are entitled to." Ella explained. "The crates are picked up at the bottom of the ladder." She paused and looked at her parents with loving eyes. "The good thing is that you can still send messages to each other through me. Look for the brighter jackets, Dad. You'll find Mummy's letters sewn into the lining just under the shoulder seam. I will make the jackets look like accidents so no one will want them and they will be returned to me. Mummy will find your notes in the same place where you found hers.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        I am packing boxes. It is hard work and Ella is watching me all the time. She told me not to pack more than ten boxes a day because of my back. She is my sweet angel.

        This Tuesday she will take me to a meeting point where a van will pick me up. Ella says the inside is fitted out as an ambulance. A doctor from The New World will give me an aesthetic injection. I understand it's necessary to prevent me from learning the way to the entrance, but I'm scared of what's coming.

        I trust Ella - she says I will be happier there than in this dystopian society, but I will not be able to see Magda for three long years. Any one of us could die in the meantime. The pain of being separated from her is the price I pay for living longer.

        I still have to write my farewell letter so that Duke doesn't suspect anything. My son, what has become of you that I am forced to play tricks on you?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Son, you'll be relieved to hear of my untimely death. It hurts me so much that we've become estranged. Sometimes life takes an undesirable turn, but everyone can take control of their own destiny and try to make the best of it. I am sorry I failed to instil this strength in you.

        Your father, George.

      

        

      
        My beloved Magda and my beloved Ella, I cannot bear to see you suffer any longer and have decided to take my own life. I hope this will make things a little easier for you. Night after night, in my dreams, I return to our old world as it existed many years ago. We were very happy then. Please forgive me, but there are too many problems now that I can't bear it any longer. Knowing that you are alone in this terrible world tears me apart, but it does not change my decision to leave you forever. I know you'll get over it... someday, somehow. My thoughts will be with you until the end.

        Your loving husband and father. George.
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        * * *

      

      Before George left with Ella and Magda the following Tuesday, he left the letters open on the hall table.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        We are on our way to the meeting place. Ella is driving and Magda is sitting next to me in the back seat. We hold hands. My heart is heavy with grief. Magda cried all night as I held her in my arms. On our last night together we made love, something we hadn't done for many years. It was wonderful, but difficult because we knew we would have to part the next day. We promised each other love and fidelity, as young lovers do.

        Our car bumps along a dirt road. I follow Magda's gaze out the side window. In the distance, a white van waits. It looks like a handyman's van, deliberately, as Ella told us. The interior has been converted into an ambulance. An elderly man stands beside the van, waiting for us. He waves and Ella flashes her headlights a few times. The man smiles and looks nice. Ella explains that his name is Dan and that he was a famous surgeon in a previous life. He has done many organ transplants and now looks after the new arrivals in the New World. Ella's explanation gives me confidence.

        I hug Magda one last time and struggle out of the car. Her beautiful scent, which excites me at this moment, will always be with me. Then she turns away from me. She seems ready to let me go.

        Dan comes towards me. He limps a little, but his handshake is firm.

        "Please trust me," he says with a smile. "Everything will be fine."

        I trust him without hesitation. He has an honest look in his eyes and seems to know what he's doing.

        "Ella, my angel." I take her in my arms.

        "This isn't goodbye forever, Daddy - we'll be in touch." She takes a step back.

        One last look at Magda, but she is invisible behind the tinted car windows. What is she thinking now?

        "Please take care of her."

        Ella nods, which reassures me. She says not to worry. Dan has his hand on my shoulder as he leads me away. He speaks softly and tells me to lie down while he prepares the aesthetic injection.

        I feel strangely confused as I stretch out on the comfortable couch in the ambulance. My back relaxes and the pain diminishes. A feeling of relief mixed with worry and sadness washes over me. Dan keeps talking to distract me from this eerie moment of change. Then he asks me to count backwards from ten as he gently inserts the needle into my vein. Ten, nine, eight... I'm drowning in numbers and now I can no longer speak or think.
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        * * *

      

      A nice man, Dan thought as he drove back to the entrance of the New World. George will make a great contribution to the collection of wisdom.

      It was a ten-hour drive and he stopped halfway to check on his patient. George was snoring softly, his pulse was steady and a smile played around his lips, as if he was looking forward to the better life he was promised.
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Soft, gentle sounds wake me. I open my heavy eyes, but can't seem to stay awake for more than a few seconds.

        Dan leans over me. He smiles. "Hello George, welcome to our new world."

        I can open my eyes fully now. My thoughts begin to swirl. I look around and the room around me seems to have no edges or corners. It is oval, with walls that radiate warmth that enters my body and revives my mind.
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        * * *

      

      "This is the real world, George. What you have just left behind is a false world. They have led you to believe that their world is the real one. A world of destruction, evil, deception and pain."

      "But it is the world where I have my roots. Magda and Ella live there. My home is there," George murmured, still drowsy from the anaesthetic.

      "You are going to feel much better here, George. Your back pain will go away in time. The living conditions are excellent. Once you have recovered, I will introduce you to the community."

      Dan turned to leave. "Rest for now."

      

      The next day George felt much better. He walked out of the oval room and into the New World. Everything was different. He looked up and saw the Supa-Sun. As he looked straight at it, he felt that this sun was pleasant on his eyes. It wasn't yellow, bright and hot like the sun he knew from his old world, but soft, orange and warm. It was also bigger and closer, but still friendly. George knew instantly that the Supa-Sun had more purpose than the sun he knew. The Supa-Sun of the New World had an almighty presence, giving light and warmth, keeping the air clean and providing oxygen to breathe. This sun was divine. It penetrated walls, making heating unnecessary. The soil used its rays to produce measured nutrients for food plants. Its healing energy contributed greatly to human ailments, whether mental or physical. On arrival, George felt an immediate reduction in his back pain and his wheezing stopped. It was also said that the inhabitants of the New World would slowly forget the hardships of their past lives. Crime was non-existent, not only because the inhabitants were old, but also because the Supa-Sun had the power to ease tension and aggression. Everyone was comfortable in mind and body. For this reason everyone worshipped the Supa-Sun.

      There was no money in the New World. The necessities of life were common property. There was no class system like in the old world. Everyone saw themselves as equal to their fellow man. Of course, there were mediators and organisers, like Dan, who used their skills to help society.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Maybe one day I can be a mediator too, once I have settled in and know everything.

        Dan comes to pick me up. He wants to introduce me to the people in the neighbourhood. He says the oval room will be my home. I'm glad. I like it because it exudes peace and dignity. I can feel the difference between living with sharp edges and corners and living with curves and circles. The soft shapes make me relax. My eyes don't feel dry and I can see more clearly.

        We are on our way to the community hall. Dan tells me that a thousand old people are waiting to greet me. They are the citizens of my neighbourhood. Every neighbourhood in the New World has a thousand people. They would help and support each other with charity and compassion.

        Dan leads me to a chair facing the others. A thousand pairs of smiling eyes greet me. They are a mixture of old, elderly and very old men and women. I guess the very old to be over a hundred years old.

        A woman with a wrinkled, wise face opens the meeting:

        "Hello George, we welcome you to our neighbourhood. My name is Joy.”

        "Thank you for inviting me,” I reply, not knowing what else to say.

        "We all know about your daughter Ella. She is a great help and one of those we can trust and rely on completely. She makes all our clothes!”

        "I didn't know that Ella had done this. It was her secret for a long time for safety reasons. I am grateful that she is doing a good deed. By the way, you look very good in Ella's clothes." I say to the crowd.

        Many people nod in appreciation.

        Another woman in the second row in front of me introduces herself as Wonder.

        "Once you’re settled in your oval room, we’d like you to contribute to our collection of wisdom, which we’ll tell you about later. For now, we would like to explain to you how things work around here.”

        "Thank you,” I say nodding my head. A Wisdom collection? I have certainly learned a lot of things in my life that I could talk about.

        "George,” a third woman called Freedom, says, "the first thing you need to know is how to get your food and water. Each neighbourhood has its own vegetable and fruit fields. The good thing is that we have five harvests a year, which ensures a constant variety and freshness of our produce. Our revered Supa-Sun controls the supply of food quantities according to the size of the population. This means we have enough fruit and vegetables for all of us throughout the year, and there are rarely any leftovers. As a result, there is no organic waste to pollute our atmosphere with toxic gases. You may recall that methane  from landfill was a big problem in the big cities of the other world. Well, we don’t have that problem!”

        Everyone smiles happily, some clap their hands. I decide to join in and clap my hands in sincere admiration of this sun's abilities.

        A man who introduces himself as Peter stands up and informs me that there are several deep water holes around the fields, which also supply the residents' rooms with fresh water.

        "You can be sure, George, that our water is of the finest drinking quality as it comes from deep springs."

        Dan stands beside me and asks if I have any questions.

        "What about meat?" I ask hesitantly, as meat has not been mentioned.

        "That's the next thing we need to inform you about, George." Peter explains. "Everyone asks this question. Well, this may come as a bit of a shock, but we do not eat meat here. We only have a few animals like chickens, which we get our eggs from, and fish. If you want to eat fish, you'll have to catch it yourself from one of the water holes. The fish is wild, not farmed, and tastes different from what you are used to. But rest assured, you will learn to like it."

        I am a little taken aback by what I have just learnt."But is there enough protein in our diet?"

        "There are a variety of legumes, nuts and other protein-rich plants growing in the fields. We'll help you gather the right combinations so that you have a balanced diet." Peter explains.

        Hmm, I have eaten meat all my life, and lots of it. Looks like I need to change my eating habits.

        "Don't look so worried, George," shouts a woman from the back row. "Look at us! We are the healthiest, happiest, oldest people in the world. Many of us are over a hundred years old!"

        A roar of laughter breaks out, and I join in.
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        * * *

      

      After the meeting, Dan took George back to his oval room. George felt a little tired and lay down. Dan checked his pulse and blood pressure but was satisfied with the results. He left after advising George to take a nap. He would be back to collect him for dinner, which that night was a community dinner to welcome George. George thanked Dan and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

      

      When Dan returned to wake George five hours later, he noticed that George was talking quietly to himself with his eyes still closed. Dan approached to listen to what George was saying.

      "And Jesus went into the temple of God, and cast out all them that bought and sold in the temple, and overthrew the tables of the moneychangers, and the seats of them that sold doves, and said unto them, It is written, My house shall be called a house of prayer; but ye have made it a den of thieves."

      "George, are you awake?" Dan asked.

      George slowly opened his eyes. "Yes, Dan, I am awake. Your moneyless society reminded me of a Bible verse, Matthew 21:12-13. Jesus rejected money because he knew it would destroy spiritualism in a society."

      "Yes, that is true. And Jesus was right. We do not need money to live. We have a lot of spiritual people here who have a lot of wisdom. Our priority is compassion." Dan explained.

      "Compassion is the foundation of all social structure. Materialism destroys insight into eternal truths and justice." George continued.

      "Now you are getting philosophical, George. I think you will make a great contribution to our collection of wisdom. You are a deep thinker!"

      "All my life I have missed discussions about things that concern the meaning of life," George said.

      "You can be open about your beliefs and opinions here, George. We are all different and we accept each person's cultural background, values and beliefs." Dan explained.

      "You know," George said, looking sad, "I have always been a devout Christian. But my own son is an active member of this Satanic government and I cannot stop wondering why he has become one of them. I have always treated him fairly and taught him good Christian morals."

      "I know, George. Many of us are parents of these children. It is hard to deal with, but our Sun will help you ease your pain. Our Supa-Sun will see you through your old age with ease."

      "The Supa-Sun is like a god." George said. He felt strange saying that because he didn't like to compare anything to God. He thought God was unique.

      "Indeed it is." Dan replied. "Let's go now, our people are looking forward to sharing their dinner with you."

      

      Peter waited for George at the buffet. In his previous life he had been a nutritionist. He wanted to help George make the transition from meat to a vegetarian diet. They greeted each other with a friendly hello.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        He must be one of those centenarians. His straight posture is astonishing, and he walks without any support. The wrinkles in his face speak of a long and eventful life.
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        * * *

      

      "You look much better than earlier today. Are you feeling hungry now?” Peter asked.

      "Yes, I am starving, Peter!”

      "That’s a good sign. I suggest you start with an appetiser to prepare your stomach for the main meal. Those are marinated artichoke hearts and olives. May I fill you a little bowl?”

      "Yes, thanks Peter, that would be nice.”

      "After that we’ll move to the heartier foods. If you wish, I can help you with your diet. You can also ask me questions, that is, if you have any.” Peter said, genuinely concerned to get George used to the new diet.

      "Thank you, Peter. You are very kind.”

      George began to eat, finding the food Peter had suggested delicious. They sat down. Their table quickly filled with other kind, old people. They all agreed that Ella was a special person, and that made George special too. He was overwhelmed by all the attention and chatted away happily.

      Hours later, when he returned to his oval room, George looked forward to hearing news of his wife. He hoped to find the storeroom so that the next day he could search among the clothes for her letter. To his own surprise, he was no longer worried about Magda, knowing that Ella was there. Even in the New World, everyone agreed that Ella was someone special. That night he dreamed of his angel.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dear George,

        I hope you are well. I know you are because Ella has heard from Dan that you are settling into your new life well. Honestly, George, I don't mean to be mean, but I feel much better since you left. When you were still here I began to grieve for you and the grief reduced me to a pitiful self. But since I know you are well and enjoying yourself, I am much better too! Isn't that wonderful news?

        The bad news is that Duke is coming home a lot more these days. I suppose he thinks he is in charge of Ella and me. We don't like the sight of him because he's getting more and more strange. I have also noticed him making strange advances towards Ella. But Ella doesn't seem to mind. We know she is mentally superior, so I don't think he would dare to hurt her.

        Other than that, George, there is nothing more to tell. I go on with my routine of cooking, washing and walking.

        I think of you all the time, my dear.

        Write back soon. Love, Magda.”

      

      

      

      George folded the letter he had found in the shoulder seam of one of the brighter jackets. He had taken the jacket back to his oval room so that he could send his reply in the same way. Ella hadn't promised too much: The jacket looked like a real disaster. The wrong colour, the sleeves too short and the seams in a different thread.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        I have to tell Magda not to accept this situation as normal. It is great that she is feeling better since I left, but that I had to leave under these circumstances is not normal. It is criminal for this satanic government to pass a law that legalises the elimination of their own elderly people for economic gain. The fact that we have to hide in another world does not change the fact that this government exists. It is just an excuse to avoid premature death, but it is not the way to fight the regime. I would like to be able to live with my family in peace, as we used to. Magda has always been a person who needed explaining. Thinking for herself is not one of her strengths. To make life less complicated, she prefers to follow the herd. I'm different. I have found the meaning of life and I fight for my rights. I am not worried about Ella. Even if Duke can be dangerous with the support of his party - as an individual he is a cowardly idiot.

        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The exchange of letters between George and Magda inside the jackets meant a lot to them. They talked as they would have in their former lives. George told Magda about his impressions, the people he had met, the divine Supa-Sun and how he felt better than he had ever felt before. Magda repeated herself over and over again, but George knew his wife. She just lived her routine and didn't have much stimulation. What kept her happy was knowing that George was well and that Ella supported George's New World and worked against the New Order government.
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        * * *

      

      Weeks and months passed. George loved to visit the library of wisdom where his friends in the neighbourhood kept their knowledge. He would sit for hours and write about his life and experiences.

      The biggest shock of his life came when he was told he had to give up his job as a bus driver. The New Order government filtered through the population. Everyone between the ages of sixty and seventy was to work in the coal mine. It was an old underground mine with no proper ventilation. Everything was done by human labour. The most modern machine was a conveyor belt. At least no one had to carry sacks of coal on their backs to the surface! Equipped with a pickaxe and a shovel, George cut the coal and shovelled it onto the conveyor.

      His team was constantly checking which support structures needed to be reinforced or moved. The ever-present risk of being buried down there left a traumatic mark on the souls of many miners.

      George spent most of his time working in a bent position, which put a lot of pressure on his back. It was also very hot down there. Breathing was difficult not only because of the coal dust, but also because of the low oxygen levels.

      For ten long years he worked ten-hour shifts, six days a week. On Sundays he went to church with Magda, then they had a big lunch and then he slept most of the afternoon. Without Magda he would not have made it through this time. She massaged his aching muscles, washed his dirty clothes, made his bed and cheered him up with her dry sense of humour.

      In the library, he wrote of his deep love and devotion to his wife and of other important experiences in his life.

      "When you have finished, George, we should start feeding the computer, so your writings can be filtered for valuable wisdom.” Aristotle suggested.

      An experienced software programmer, Aristotle had invented the Wisdom Extractor. He also invested and developed his skills in the New World's Intranet. It worked independently of the old world's conventional internet. The New World Intranet was untraceable with the help of an electronic defence system, so the New Order regime could not interfere. Aristotle's technical knowledge was second to none.

      "Sure, Aristotle, I hope I can contribute a little,” George replied shyly.

      "What did you write about?” Aristotle asked.

      Writing about his feelings had become a form of therapy for George. Since arriving in the New World two years ago, he had had a lot of time to think. He loved writing down his feelings. It made him dig deep into his soul.

      "Long story, Aristotle. I wrote about how I felt when I worked in the coal mine, compared to how I felt when I was a bus driver. Then I drew conclusions about human reactions to life situations. You see, as a bus driver I always felt lonely and I hated it when my passengers ignored me. Some didn't even look at me when they got on the bus. I always wondered why. Somehow I had become part of the bus, inhuman to most. As a miner, I never felt lonely, but subhuman. I bore it with grace because I shared this feeling with my workmates. None of us ever felt lonely down there ... just afraid of dying at any moment. But then we would have died together, so we could bear that thought too.”

      "This is very interesting, George. The percentage will tell us how much wisdom is contained in your story.”

      Aristotle began feeding George's writings into the wisdom extractor. The digital display showed thirty per cent after a quarter had been fed in, and then rose steadily. With each percentage, George felt better. After two hours the wisdom extractor showed a total of seventy per cent.

      That day George left the Wisdom Library a happy man. To celebrate the day, he went to see if there was a letter from Magda. She hadn't written for three days. Her letters were coming more irregularly than before. George looked for the off-coloured shirt and found one. This time it was a letter from Ella. He was immediately alarmed.

      

      
        
        Dearest Dad,

        I am the bearer of bad and good news. Mummy has been to the doctor for tests. The results came back three days ago. She’s been diagnosed with breast cancer. The doctor says it has reached an advanced stage but is still treatable. In any case, as I do not trust chemotherapy or any other conventional treatment in our terrible world, I have applied for Mummy’s transfer to

        the New World. To you, dad! It should be granted as this is an emergency and she is nearing her seventy-fifth year.

        The Supa-Sun may heal her. You will hear from Dan regarding her arrival.

        Love, Ella.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Magda — Cancer? Her beautiful breasts have a malignant ulcer? I adored her breasts when we were young. I loved to take them in my hands and kiss them. Will she make it in time? Can the Supa-Sun really cure her?
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        * * *

      

      Despite the bad news, George was excited. He sat there dreaming of Magda and the sex they had had decades ago. It had always been a wonderful experience because they loved each other so much. Their sex had sealed their loving relationship. Unfortunately, Magda could only bear two children and George kept asking himself why Duke had become a devil when he had been conceived with love and passion?

      He woke from his daydreams and reality made him think of practical things. He looked around his oval room and saw the small bed his feet stuck out of when he stretched out, and the tiny bathroom where he had no room to turn around. The gas stove, which wasn't big enough for Magda's cooking skills.

      Cooking was not George's strong point. Peter often came over to help him prepare a nutritious meal. Peter had become George's best friend. He was always worried about George and made sure he ate well and enough. In return, George was Peter's taxi. Because George could drive safely after thirty years of bus driving, his service in his small sun-powered car had become a popular means of transport for the people in his neighbourhood. George would cover any distance and enjoyed the chance to chat to all the nice old people. Peter had become George's regular.

      George got up, walked over to the small kitchen table and hastily collected some used glasses.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Things will change. Magda will cook for me again. But she will also have to get used to living and cooking without meat.
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        * * *

      

      Smiling, he went to find Dan to see if there was any news of Magda’s arrival.

      "As far as I know,” Dan said, "Ella is still trying to persuade Magda to leave. Apparently Magda is stubborn. She insists that she prefers the chemotherapy to leaving.”

      "That’s typical of her.” George said, annoyed. "She hates change. Maybe I should threaten her with having me trafficked back to pick her up in person. She wouldn't let that happen because of the risk, and she'd come willingly."

      "Before you threaten her, I would rely on Ella. She knows how to convince her stubborn mother." Dan said.

      Dan's suggestion made sense. Ella was talented in this.

      Dan thought for a while. "George, there is still that empty oval flat at the top of that little hill, remember? Go and have a look if you like it. It is bigger and more suitable for a couple more than your oval room."

      "Thanks Dan, I thought of that too."

      "The flat needs redecorating. Can you do that?"

      "Not really, but I'll try to make it work."

      With love in your heart, anything is possible." Dan said and went back to his work.

      So George walked up the small hill and past his favourite waterhole, where he liked to sit for hours and catch fish. The water was amazingly clear and he could see right into it and watch the fish swim by. The sound of the tiny waves relaxed his mind and body, and when he felt a bite, he gave his rod a jerk upwards to hook the fish. Sometimes George would let go of the fish, throw it back into the water and watch it disappear into the depths. Other times, when he was hungry, he would keep one and fry it with vegetables he picked from the nearby field. It was like living in paradise. George couldn't wait to show Magda around and watch her recover from her cancer.
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        * * *

      

      When Dan and his helper delivered Magda on a stretcher, she was in a deep sleep. Together they lifted her onto the newly made bed. The oval flat at the top of the small hill was beautiful. It had a separate bedroom, bathroom, kitchen and living area with an extended terrace overlooking the fields. George had painted the interior the week before Magda arrived. He had kept the colour scheme in warm oranges, pale yellows and muted greens - just as Magda would like it. He sat by her bed and waited for his wife to open her eyes. Her chest rose and fell evenly and she looked peaceful. He covered her gently.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The first thing I want her to see is my face. The rosy cheeks that make her so beautiful have disappeared. She has also lost a lot of weight. Dan says that almost all the sick people in the New World have been cured of their various cancers, so Magda will be cured too. I will make sure that she gets plenty of sun and vegetables to restore her glowing complexion.
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        * * *

      

      Finally she opened her eyes. Her first glance was of George, just as he had wished. They looked at each other lovingly.

      "Am I here?" She asked uncertainly.

      "Yes, my dear. You are with me. Everything will be all right."

      Their hands found each other and Magda smiled. "I am sorry for being so stubborn. Ella always manages to crack the toughest nut."

      Her words made George laugh. "Believe it or not, I love tough nuts!"

      

      When everyday life began, George told Magda to expose her breasts to the supa-sun while sitting on the terrace. She did indeed heal. The lumps that were in both breasts when she first arrived disappeared. A setback some time later made them doubt Magda's recovery. The couple needed a lot of energy and hope, which deepened their relationship.

      After several months, Dan took a biopsy of her breast tissue, which was negative. Magda was cured.
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      "Strange, both our parents gone,” Duke said, drawing a sad face that looked ridiculous.

      "If it wasn’t for your evil policies, brother, they would still both be here!” Ella said angrily, emphasising the word ‚brother‘.

      Weeks ago, Ella had taken her mother to the meeting place where they met Dan. As always, Dan was very warm and friendly. Magda liked him immediately. Ella was relieved when they disappeared into the van. Now she could actively work against the New Order government without having to worry about her mother. She had made it her life's mission to oppose the current political situation by any means necessary.

      "Excuse me, Ella, how are you talking to me?” Duke was visibly shaken by Ella’s approach. She had always respected him. Her sudden change in behaviour frightened him.

      "You know exactly what I mean.” She closed the door between them, leaving Duke dumbstruck.

      After a while he knocked on her door. "Ella, can I talk to you, please."

      "What is it?"

      "Please open the door."

      "You can talk to me through the door."

      "Well … eh … I thought now that our parents are gone, I could have their room too. Considering that my room is quite small, I thought it would be fair if I had it?"

      "Do what you like, as long as you leave me in peace.”

      "Okay, thanks Ella. Sorry if I bothered you."

      He waited for an answer, but there was an eerie silence.

      "I love you, Ella."

      "Go away Duke. I am your sister. Go and get a woman."

      The shock of Ella's directness numbed him for the rest of the day. He hadn't realised that his sexual desire for her was obvious. Her denunciation of his government's policies also made him think. There was a growing Resistance movement in the country. Hackers had found a way to disable the mandatory electronic bracelets worn by seventy-four-year-olds with an upcoming birthday. Since then, Duke and his colleagues have had a growing problem tracking them down. Many had disappeared, and no one knew where. In order to keep A.S.H.E.S. shares competitive on the global stock market, the New Order government needed to supply a large number of cadavers. They were now working on algorithms that would identify seventy-four-year-olds by identifying their behaviour patterns. Fear was a key emotion that could be used to track them. But with individual fear as the hunted entity, algorithms alone were not enough to build artificial intelligence. Their calculations only worked in areas with high levels of group fear, such as hospitals, funerals and retirement homes. Without the ability to hunt individual fears, and without human reasoning, these algorithms still produced unreliable results. What they really needed was a source of human wisdom to feed into their computer programs. Wisdom would provide a knowledge base from which the algorithms could draw, bringing common sense to the formulae and making them more understandable in human terms.

      

      Ella locked her door and retreated to her study. Duke was driving her crazy. She knew she had to be careful what she said, but sometimes her emotions got the better of her. Duke had become very controlling since her mother had left. Ella needed to regain control over him by scaring him like she had just done. The more she rejected him, the more he'd be afraid of losing her. Making him fear for her was her only weapon to keep his sick sexual advances under control. For God's sake, she was his sister!

      While Duke was at work, Ella received visits from many of her accomplices. The Resistance movement had grown enormously and during the day her flat was their meeting place. Resistance fighters from all over the country came to drink tea and discuss their actions and plans. Recently, the Resistance was looking for the most advanced spiritual leaders whose task it would be to invent a system of spiritual self-defence, like a mantra. Representatives of many religions met and decided to put aside their religious differences and concentrate on their spiritualism. They were to invent a mantra consisting of a sacred sound that would evoke the ability to imagine an archetypal syllable in the mind. A syllable that would make people fearless in an instant. Most importantly, a syllable that was pure and original, not found in any of the world's alphabets, and could not be picked up by any algorithm.

      "How do you learn the sacred sound?” Ella asked.

      "We will teach it to those who become eligible in secret sessions.” Raj answered. He was a representative of the Hindu community and a highly respected guru. "It will be a deeply personal experience and requires self-determination. Not everybody will be able to reach spiritual enlightenment, or what we want to achieve."

      "What exactly happens once that syllable has been mentally reached?" Antoinette asked. Her parents were both seventy-four.

      "It projects an energy stream to the amygdala in the brain and numbs stimuli that are responsible for triggering fear.” Raj answered calmly. Thoughtfully, he made a gesture with his hand, clarifying his explanation. His wide robes and long beard, which reached almost to his belly, made him look like an all-knowing man.

      The other spiritual leaders agreed. They would disperse and target the elderly population with the invitation to come to the meetings. Officially they would call it 'Preparing for the Unknown' - everyone would know what that meant!
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        * * *

      

      Tensions grew between Ella and Duke. Although Ella tried hard to hide her involvement in the Resistance, Duke became increasingly aware of her resentment towards him and the New Order government. In despair, he began to drink. He could not come to terms with his knowledge of Ella's involvement in the Resistance and his forbidden love for her.
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        * * *

      

      As time went on, more and more seventy-four-year-olds disappeared. The regime covered this up in the media to keep the population in the dark. Nevertheless, the A.S.H.E.S. lost twenty per cent of its value on the world stock exchange. As a result, the age limit, now known as the Due Date, was lowered to seventy-two in most Western countries.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      One day Duke came home early. As he threw his jacket on the chair, he heard loud voices coming from Ella's room. He could make out scraps of words like: "Artificial intelligence, the New Order government and the call to counteract it". He stood there with his fists clenched, rooted to the spot at first, then determined to find out what was going on. He forced himself to calm down so that Ella wouldn't notice. When Ella left the apartment, he installed a surveillance camera in her room. What he saw on his computer screen a week later chilled him to the bone: Ella had disappeared into her wardrobe and stayed out of sight - for hours! He had to find out what was going on.

      At the first opportunity he went into her room and opened the wardrobe. The smell of her laundry excited him and for a moment he looked at her underwear, neatly folded on the shelves. Then he pushed her blouses aside and spotted the door to her sewing room. Confused, he looked at the piles of clothes before discovering the door to the underground tunnels.

      As he peered into the darkness, something inside him stirred. He suddenly realised the injustice and cruelty he had inflicted on his people and his family. For the first time in many years, he realised that his family had lied to him, that they had betrayed him and gone on without him. That they couldn't stand him any more and would rather pretend he was dead than have contact with him. He missed his father, who had taught him the difference between right and wrong. The memory of their walks and conversations made Duke see his father in a new, long-forgotten light. He considered himself a complete failure. Feelings of guilt and loneliness overwhelmed him while he broke down crying like a wretched soul. He prayed and asked for forgiveness for his sins.

      

      By law, Duke had to charge Ella with treason. The thought of losing her to torturers killed him. Deep in his heart he knew that his love for her was immoral. He wanted her every moment of his life. Other women did not interest him. He dreamed of her long blonde locks bouncing softly around her shapely body, her deep blue soulful eyes and her lips curling into the most beautiful smile. Ella's clear and honest expression made him melt. As if he were a little boy, Duke behaved like no one else in her presence. He was in the habit of treating others as his inferiors. In Ella's presence, his behaviour changed to one of courtesy and respect. This was because Ella showed great respect for everyone and naturally expected the same from others. Duke knew that if he didn't behave according to her rules, he would be a loser in her eyes. All he wanted was to be her hero.

      Alcohol made him forget his inner conflict - at least temporarily. He drowned himself in brandy and beer before going home late at night.

      

      Ella locked herself in because Duke came to her door every night. He waited for the moment when she would forget to lock her door. The constant pain of wanting her and not being able to have her became his constant companion.

      One night she was in the shower when he came home early. He went straight to the bathroom door. It was unlocked.

      "D-Duke?" Ella's voice was a whisper, barely audible under the running water. The foam ran down her face and stung her eyes as she tried to wipe it away with trembling hands.

      "It's me," Duke said. He watched the contours of her naked body move behind the opaque shower glass and felt his arousal rise strongly.

      "Get out,” she said, clearing her eyes.

      "No. I want to see you.” Duke slurred his words and Ella knew he was drunk and unpredictable. The moment she reached for her towel, he snatched it away.

      "Come, baby, I will dry you, like I did when we were kids.”

      He stared at her breasts and swallowed. Then he looked down her body and stopped at her triangle.

      With a quick move, Ella tried to push past him, but Duke held her by the shoulders. Standing behind her, he moved his hands slowly over her breasts. She could smell his foul breath of alcohol, tobacco and sweat.

      "You are disgusting, Duke. I am your sister - your family, don't you get it! Now let me go and all will be good.”

      "I know about your work for the Resistance, and I know about the underground world." His lips vibrated on her skin.

      "And what now? Are you blackmailing me? Fuck me if you have to - that won't stop me from going on. You pig!"

      She stabbed her pointed fingernails in his arms. He cried out in pain. Then, with a sudden clarity about his bad behaviour, he let go of her abruptly.

      "I am sorry, Ella.”

      From that day on, Duke stayed out of her way. They rarely saw each other. He knew, but didn't press charges. Ella continued her work for the Resistance.
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        * * *

      

      As the years passed and the mantra took hold nationwide, the government's research into algorithms to hunt down individual fears became obsolete. Seventy-two year olds disappeared by the thousands and corpses became scarce. To counter this, the New Order government launched a fake news campaign. The internet was flooded with messages that the underground utopian world, also known as The New World, was a hoax; that the elderly should not be fooled by false promises. As an incentive, the New Order government doubled the bonus for families who reported their seventy-two-year-old relatives. They printed millions of leaflets and dropped them from the air into towns and villages across the country. Every available wall was plastered with information projected from cameras mounted on drones flying over towns and cities. Posters were hung in windows, flags waved from rooftops.

      The news sounded so real that even Ella had a moment of doubt. Was Dan a government man? Were her parents' letters fake? Was she promising her parents a world that might not exist? The fact was, she had never seen the New World. But what had happened to her clothes, which were regularly picked up from the foot of the ladder? She shook her head to clear her confusion. No, she wasn't going to be fooled by these devils.

      

      "Duke, I hope this idea didn't come from you," Ella said when she met her brother in the kitchen one day.

      "What idea are you talking about?"

      "The idea of promising families double the money if they report their elderly relatives to the authorities."

      Duke turned red. Ella's directness made him cringe. "There's nothing I can do about it."

      "I asked you something else, Duke."

      "Ella, I have to continue with my work if we want to survive. Do you understand what I mean? If anyone finds out that my own sister works for the Resistance with my knowledge, we will both be picked up and killed."

      "At least I will die for a cause," Ella said coldly.

      In the background, she heard Duke's voice double. Her attention turned to the television. Her eyes widened as she saw him on camera. He looked friendly - smiling, and his ugly face was heavily embellished with layers of make-up. The deep furrow in his forehead had disappeared, softening his features. His eyes sparkled with a deeper blue and his painted lips looked fuller than normal. Even his pointed nose looked rounder and smaller, more in keeping with the rest of his face. In his interview, Duke explained that more seventy-two-year-olds were being picked up than ever before, since it had become known that the underground utopian world was a hoax, and that all the people who had disappeared were actually dead.

      "A hoax by a rival Eastern government luring our citizens into what they call paradise. The reality is that our elderly have been used to feed the Eastern economies with their ashes, undermining our A.S.H.E.S. share in the global stock market. Let's kill their greed for power and support our own economy to remain competitive. I can assure you that the enemy has been eliminated and the New Order government has taken full control of our laws."

      "You are a pig," Ella said, disgusted.

      "I suppose our parents are still alive," Duke said, ignoring Ella's insult.

      She didn't respond.

      "Tell me." He demanded.

      "All I know is that they are both dead. Suicide, remember?"

      "How do you get there?" Duke asked.

      "Get where?"

      "To your secret world."

      "My secret world is right here," Ella answered, pointing to her heart. "And you will never ever find your way into it."
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I am on my way to one of the other neighbourhoods. It is the first time in all these years that I have left mine for another. There's never been a reason to cross.

        Someone called Martin asked me to pick him up and invited me for coffee. I have never met this man before and wonder who he is and what he wants.

        Since Magda passed away, I have led a very secluded life. A few years ago, I can't remember how many, she died of heart failure. We were sitting quietly by the waterhole and suddenly she collapsed. Dan still can't work out why her heart stopped, because she was healthy.

        I think I know why. The move to the New World had healed her physically, but emotionally  she never adapted, despite all the help she received from our kind people. Magda suffered for Duke and what had become of him. Her son she loved and cared for. Her son she had to run away from. Her son who drank heavily. Yes, Magda died of a broken heart. No doctor can diagnose that. Only those who loved her - Ella and I. I drive over the hill and cross the border into the next neighbourhood. The landscape looks the same. Fields and meadows interrupt the lush green of trees and bushes. Colourful chickens romp around the blue water holes.

        After a few kilometres I find his house. This must be the room where he lives. It's an oval room, similar to the one I lived in before Magda arrived. Martin is standing on the side of the road waving. I pull over and he gets in.
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        * * *

      

      "Hi George, I am Martin," he said with a warm smile. "I believe we have something in common."

      "What do we have in common, Martin?"

      "Our children are married and have children!"

      "Are you Andrew's dad? Ella's husband's dad?"

      "Yes!"

      George and Martin happily shook hands. Both men laughed.

      "We have something else in common," Martin continued.

      "What?" George asked curiously.

      "Both our wives have died a long time ago, and we need to help each other."

      "What a great idea, Martin. I am so glad you contacted me. But how did you hear about me?"

      Martin smiled secretively. "The birds told me."

      "Yeah, those birds!" George knew that referring to the birds meant it was a subject not to be openly discussed. Nevertheless, this made him curious. He thought about it for a while. "Who are these birds, anyway?"

      "You know, we have to be careful where we get our information from," Martin said.

      "I'll be open with you, Martin. I am in active contact with Ella through letters that we send back and forth in the shoulder seam of jackets. That makes Ella a bird, right?"

      "That's right," Martin said. „Our neighbourhood also has birds that give us information. But we have to be careful, because the birds are the most wanted people of the New Order regime. If they get caught, they will be raped first and then hung."

      George froze. Incredible the risk Ella has taken, he thought. In his seclusion he had forgotten the danger Ella was in and that Ella lived at the mercy of Duke. Her brother could betray her at any time.

      "Don't worry," Martin said. He put his hand on George's shoulder. "They know what they are doing!"

      They went to a coffee place that Martin said was good. It was indeed excellent. The coffee served in the New World grew under the Supa-Sun. The beans were of excellent quality and full-bodied.

      They drank their coffee and chatted. Martin took a great interest in George. The two men felt a strong bond through their children and saw themselves as family. On the very first day they met, George offered Martin to move into the flat he used to share with Magda.

      "Well George, let me think about that. After all I would have to change my neighbourhood."

      "Sure, Martin. Remember that I can easily taxi you back and forth too."

      "I appreciate it, George."

      

      It took a few weeks and Martin decided to move in with George. The flat on top of the hill in George's neighbourhood was just too nice to turn down. He had his own bedroom and bathroom. The men shared the kitchen and the terrace, which was ideal for relaxing dinners and conversations. Martin felt lonely without his wife, and he knew George did too.

      "How are our grandchildren?" George asked. He hadn’t received any news from Ella lately. He presumed that she was a very busy lady since she had her own family.

      "Well, little Leoni is now two. My whisperer tells me she is the sweetest thing they've ever seen."

      "And what about our grandson, Nikolas?"

      "He's just had his fourth birthday, and apparently he is a cheeky little fellow."

      They smiled, thinking of their own childhood, which lay many decades in the past.

      "I am proud of Ella, my angel," George said and looked dreamily into the distance.

      "George, you don't mind me asking, but what about that son of yours?"

      "You know Martin, it hurts to talk about him. He became a heavy drinker and developed liver disease. He lives in a clinic. But he still works for the satanic government of the New Order and has all kinds of sick ideas. The good news is that he has moved out of our flat. I am glad that Ella found Andrew. He works for the Resistance too, doesn't he?"

      "Yes, Andrew is a hacker and influences the global share market. He invented a system for stock price manipulation and can permanently weaken the shares for A.S.H.E.S."

      "How does he do that?" George asked. He did not understand much about global financial matters. Martin seemed to know a lot more about this.

      "Well, he hacks into the main share-price shipping system before this data is sent to the rest of the share price networks. This allows him to see changes in stock prices a few minutes before they are released."

      "And what does he do with that knowledge?" George asked, impressed by Martin's detailed explanation.

      "He quickly reacts to the price changes to lower the value of A.S.H.E.S. shares before they reach the public. This makes them less competitive. "

      "He's a hero!" George said with admiration.

      "Yes, he is, and so is Ella."

      Both men shed tears of pride for their children.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        We drive silently in my little sun-powered taxi. Martin and I have been invited to a neighbourhood meeting. I feel strange about it. No one seems to know what the meeting is about. It is not a social gathering - no food will be served and no games will be played. Martin thinks it's unusual too. We agree that the meeting can only be related to the fake news that has been spread in the old world. After years, this fake campaign is having an effect. An effect so great that people have become suspicious and seventy-two year olds prefer to stay until government officials come to get them. At least their children will benefit financially from their deaths - or so they think.

        Lately, hardly any new people arrive in our neighbourhood, and if they do, they are the parents and grandparents of Resistance fighters. But what about all the others? They die in disgrace when they could be alive today.

        This is the work of my son. Duke came up with the fake news campaign and it is working well for him. Ella says he has risen in the hierarchy of his New Order government. His powers are immense, like those of a dictator. That must be what this meeting is about.

        Martin looks worried. I am even more worried. I am the father of the most evil man in the world. If the wrath of God really exists, then Duke is his instrument.
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        * * *

      

      When George and Martin arrived at the community hall, they immediately sensed tension.  An awful silence hung over the waiting crowd of dear old people who had gathered to discuss a serious matter. Inside the hall the chairs were arranged in a large circle. Several rows stretched outwards from the centre, seating a thousand people. Each row was slightly raised above the row in front of it, like in an arena. George and Martin sat down in one of the front rows. It took a while for everyone to settle down.

      A man, well into his nineties, stood up and walked to the centre of the circle. He had a paper in his hand that was shaking violently. His voice cracked as he began to speak. "Hello everyone. I never thought I would find myself in this position, but my closest friends and I have come to the conclusion that something must be done about the sad events in our old world." He swallowed a few times.

      "Kevin, are you alright?" A woman by the name of Felicity asked.

      "Yes, I just need some time."

      "Take all the time you need, Kevin. We know it is not easy to speak in front of a large crowd," Felicity said.

      "It's not so much the public speaking that bothers me," Kevin said, "but it's the nature of my matter that is difficult to get across."

      Martin stood up. "Kevin, if you allow I would like to help you."

      "Go ahead, Martin." Kevin seemed to relax a little.

      "My friend George and I know about the fake news campaign in the old world that's been going on for years. We know that it is having a huge impact on our society up there and down here. Under the New Order government and their manipulation campaign, people over seventy-two are being killed now more than ever because they are being made to believe that the New World is a hoax created by some Eastern nation."

      "We have all noticed that there have been far fewer newcomers in recent years," a woman called Elise said.

      "Exactly, and that's why we must show them that the New World exists." Kevin said.

      "How do you want to show them?" George asked.

      "I thought some of us have to go up there and show our wise old faces," Kevin said with a frown.

      An unsettling murmur ran through the crowd. Everyone's mind was on the same thing. Who? Some faces showed fear, some wonder, others surprise.

      After a long moment of silence, George asked the uncomfortable question that everyone wanted an answer to. "Who will go?"

      "I will go. I have made up my mind about it a long time ago. If no one wants to come with me, I will go alone." Kevin said.

      "Anyone who goes will be sacrificing themselves, because the chances of survival up there are slim." A man from one of the back rows shouted.

      "Yes," Kevin agreed, "I will sacrifice myself."

      "How would we get there?" asked another man. No one knew the answer, because everyone who came to the New World was drugged. No one had ever tried to leave the New World.

      "I know a way to get there." George said.

      Excited voices filled the hall.

      "How?" They asked George in unison. The people in the neighbourhood knew that George was Ella's father, and Ella provided all their clothes and other products, which were regularly delivered by a secret route.

      George thought for a while. "Only those who go will learn about the way out."

      "Does that mean that you are going?" Martin asked George.

      "Yes, I'll go." George was determined. "I owe it to the people."

      "Why are you saying that you owe it to the people?" Another man asked.

      "Because next to my daughter Ella I also have a son. He is the head of the New Order government. I owe it to the people he has killed."

      Shock waves went through the crowd. Some looked at each other in disbelief and chattered excitedly, others held their hands over their faces in horror. No one had expected to see the father of the most feared man in such close proximity.

      "I am going too." Martin said.

      "Thank you, George and Martin," Kevin said and continued after a pause.

      "I suggest this is enough for one evening. Let's all go home and think about it. We'll meet again next week, same day, same time."

      One thousand kind old people stood up slowly and walked out as in a funeral procession. No one spoke.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        "Dear Ella and Andrew,

        I hope you and the children are well. I am the bearer of disturbing news. My neighbourhood and I have decided to send up a hundred elders as proof that the New World exists. We ask your permission to come through the maze of tunnels that run through your home. We also ask to use your apartment as our base.

        We know our chances of survival are slim - we may be killed by the New Order government, or we may succumb to old age on impact with your world. Please don't try to talk us out of it. It's a done deal.

        Think it over carefully, for we need shelter and provisions.

        Lots of love, George."

      

      

      

      George folded his letter and put it under the shoulder seam of an off-coloured shirt. On his way to the clothes depot he was in deep thought.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Amazing - so many of our friends from the neighbourhood volunteered. Even Dan and Peter wanted to come, but at our second meeting we unanimously decided that you had to be under one hundred and twenty to go up. Both men had become very frail in recent years. The community reminded Dan and Peter that our Supa-Sun makes us old, but not immortal.

        I hope everyone's selflessness will be rewarded. I will do everything in my power to make that happen, even if it means dying.

        I prepare to face Duke. Martin and I have discussed a proposal to make to him. Everyone in our neighbourhood has agreed to it. Martin is very intelligent. He was a businessman in his previous life, so he's got the know-how to make a deal. We know that the New Order government is looking for a source of human wisdom to feed their algorithm-driven system with common sense and knowledge. This system, also known as artificial intelligence, learns to perform tasks that are actually performed by humans. Aristotle, from our Library of Wisdom, invented the Wisdom Extractor for this very purpose. He foresaw the advances in technology and the need to provide data on this scale decades ago. It is time to give Aristotle's invention the respect it deserves.
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        * * *

      

      When Ella found George's letter, little Leoni and her big brother Nikolas jumped up and down on the living room sofa. Ella read the letter twice before telling the children to find something quiet to do so she could think. Obediently, they disappeared into their playroom. They loved their mummy, and her gentle firmness made them feel safe. Ella loved being with her children too, but found it challenging to juggle her work and parenting. Andrew was very helpful and Ella adored him. He spent most of the day in the hacker's office, where he and his team manipulated the stock market to keep A.S.H.E.S.'s shares permanently lower than those of its competitors. He was usually home by 4pm with bags of food for dinner. Cooking was his passion. He served the most nutritious and healthy meals. That night, after another delicious dinner and the children's bedtime, Ella read him George's letter.

      "How incredibly brave these old people are!" Andrew said.

      "Yes, and they are doing it to save our world! Things will change as soon as they appear. Dad will have to fight against his own son."

      "He will have made a plan, Ella. I believe Martin and George are an excellent team. I will organise to accommodate ninety-eight people within our circle of friends so our elders are spread evenly throughout the state. George and Martin will stay here."

      "Sure." Ella agreed.

      They finished their wine and went to bed. Ella felt uneasy about what was to come. She hadn't seen her brother Duke for many years, but she'd heard that he was very ill. She knew that the sicker he got, the more unpredictable he became.

      "Duke will kill dad if he has to," Ella said with a chill in her voice.

      "Try and get some sleep now," Andrew said as he took his wife in his arms. "Your dad will make history."
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      For the third time in a week, George went to the clothing depot. Ferdinand, who was in charge of deliveries and returns, greeted him with a wave. They had walked through the tunnels together before George was to lead the hundred men and women to Ella's flat.

      Armed with his compass, George set off - this time alone to test his skills. It was dark and damp down there. There was a light every fifty metres. He remembered Ferdinand saying that anyone without a compass would get lost in this maze. George had no doubt. For his own safety, he had memorised the path and was now walking it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Continue south for two kilometres, then take the second tunnel on the left towards south-west. After one kilometre, take a sharp right turn east. Continue until you come to a bright blue light. Take the widest tunnel to the north-west. After a mile and a half, climb up the three steps and continue northwest. At the triangle take the tunnel heading north. Climb up two more stairs on the way. Turn sharp right at the top of the second set of stairs. You'll come to a cave and you'll see the door to Ella's apartment above you.

        Getting here is not a problem, but the ladder leading up to the door might be a problem for some of us to climb. I will have my friends practice climbing ladders before we go.
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        * * *

      

      George worried as he imagined his hundred old people climbing the ladder one by one. Some of them were frail. He was almost a centenarian himself, but still reasonably fit.

      On the way back, he regularly referred to his compass, marvelling at this old but still relevant device that worked perfectly underground. The Earth's magnetic flux existed at all depths.

      

      There wasn't much to prepare before they left. The hundred men and women expected never to return. Some were praying, some were very quiet, and some were excited about their final adventure. Their mission was to walk the streets of the old world and answer questions from the public. Their ancient looks would keep everyone on their toes.

      As the day approached, George gathered groups of twenty elders to practise climbing the ladder. Those who struggled had to come back again and again until they felt confident. It was emotional. They laughed and cried, held each other and shared thoughts and memories.
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        * * *

      

      "One more turn and we will reach our final ascent," George informed the line of people behind him. The group of one hundred elders had walked through the tunnels without a problem, following George's light and each other. With Martin's encouragement further back in the line, many found the walk a piece of cake. They gathered at the last cave and looked up at Ella's apartment.

      An eerie silence fell over the crowd. This was the door to their final destination. Just then, the door slowly opened. A light fell upon them, evenly illuminating the faces of a hundred tired but determined elders. The breeze from above brought a different kind of air, and in an instant the elders felt their breathing become heavier. Then Ella appeared, dressed in a white dress and surrounded by long blonde curls. Her face lit up with excitement as she looked straight into her father's eyes. George smiled at her with anticipation and waved.

      "Ella, my angel, we have arrived."

      The echo of his words came back twice, filling the cave with a magic spell. After a long while, in which everyone recovered from the gravity of the moment, Ella shouted, "Andrew is coming down to help!"

      "We may be old, but we are not handicapped!" One of the elders shouted back boldly.

      Everyone laughed. The spell was broken.

      They climbed the ladder as they had practised - slowly, one by one. At the top, they were greeted by Ella, her family and a representative from ten towns in the state. A doctor was also there. Some of the elders needed oxygen to get their breathing back to normal.

      Everything was well organised. The elders were driven out in groups of ten and distributed among several family homes. From there they would venture out into the open once they had acclimatised.

      The last to come up was George. Ella scooped him up in her arms as soon as he came out. They hugged and exchanged affectionate words before Andrew showed Martin and George to their room, while Leoni and Nikolas happily jumped around their two long-lost grandfathers. George and Martin took them in their arms and marvelled at the children's curiosity and love of life. After dinner, their parents made an exception and let them stay up late. Their sweet and joyful talk had them all rocking with laughter. It was a night for the gods, and George couldn't remember the last time he'd felt so happy. But when it was time to sleep, he could feel the old pain in his back resurface - a pain he had long forgotten.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Three days and nights have passed and Martin and I are still not acclimatised. The doctor, whose name is Albert, has advised us to do what we have to do and go back to where we came from. We are getting worse fast. Today Martin complains of a splitting headache, and my back feels like a rock is hanging from it. Albert tells us that all of us are getting worse by the day. If we don't get back to the New World soon, we're going to die.

        The only light at the moment is Ella and Andrew and the children. Ella has the sun in her heart. She is gentle, smart, understanding, loyal and beautiful. An angel - just like I always thought she was.

        I look out of the window. The weather is cold and fog has settled over the meadow. Tomorrow Martin and I will venture out for the first time. Ella is taking us to the local shopping centre, which has a state-of-the-art playground. It will be full of families at the weekend.

        I am not afraid. I know Duke will find out about us very soon and I will have to deal with him. I've had plenty of time to prepare. I am not afraid of my son because I know he is afraid of me.
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        * * *

      

      Pumped up on painkillers, Martin and George made their way to the shopping centre. Ella dropped them off five hundred metres away. As soon as they got out of Ella's car, people stopped and stared at them. Children pointed and asked their parents who they were and why they looked so strange.

      George walked stooped with a stick. Every step was an effort. Martin dragged behind George. He walked straight, but his body was as stiff as a board. If it wasn't for the seriousness of their situation, George and Martin would have made a hilarious team in a cartoon. But this was not funny. Both men felt like unwanted aliens in an alien world. They expected to be attacked at any moment, but somehow they continued to walk through the crowds of stunned people.

      "Where do you come from?"

      "From the New World."

      "What's the New World?"

      "It's a world for the elderly. We live in peace and harmony."

      "How old are you?"

      "We are almost one hundred years old."

      "How did you get to the New World?"

      "We were taken there before our seventy-fifth birthday."

      "How many people live there?"

      "Hundreds of thousands."

      "Where is the New World?"

      "That we cannot tell you."

      The questions kept coming, and when they reached the playground George and Martin could hardly believe what they saw. This was the place where the progress made in recent years was evident. People, young and old, were standing on platforms at different heights. The platforms were set up in front of a large digital screen that displayed prisms of light in all shapes and sizes. Players used a digital wand to move and rotate the prisms, which reacted instantly to the touch of the wand, sending showers of beams across the screen. The beams intermingled and separated in a fantastic array of natural rainbow patterns. The interplay of shapes, colours and movement created ever-changing scenes of digital landscapes. It was truly amazing and George couldn't take his eyes off the screen.

      As George and Martin stood in awe and wonder, people formed a circle around them. Children asked for permission to touch them. George managed to pick up one little boy. The boy began to trace the lines of George's face with his little fingers. It was a tender gesture. There were smiles. The ice was broken. The questions continued. George and Martin noticed that after the initial confusion, some men and women became angry when they realised they had been told lies by their government. Others were relieved and admitted they were glad the New World existed.

      After some time, Andrew, who had been discreetly following George and Martin, fought his way through the circle and led them away to save them from further, now repeated, questions.

      When they returned home, the old men were exhausted but pleased with the reaction of the people. But then another image appeared on television. Shock and disbelief overcame them as they saw some of their elderly colleagues brutally beaten and killed in the street.

      "They are government officials." Andrew said.

      "Sent by Duke." Ella completed her husband's sentence with a chill.

      A cold shiver went down their backs.

      "Tomorrow it will be us, George," Martin whispered, as tears were flowing down his face.

      "Duke is too much of a wimp to kill the friend of his father, let alone his own father!" Ella said.

      "Martin, you don't have to come tomorrow." George offered, seeing that his friend was devastated by what he had seen on television. But Martin wouldn't hear of it. At 10.00 the next morning he was at the door, ready to go. He said he wasn't going to leave his friend alone at this difficult time.

      They went to the same shopping centre as the day before. From a distance they saw a couple of uniformed officers waiting for them. Bravely, Martin and George walked towards them.

      "Sirs," one of the officers said in a formal voice, "our leader wants to talk to you. You are required to accompany us to headquarters."

      "We are ready." George and Martin said in unison.

      They were led to a tank-like police van and driven away.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Here I come, son.

        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      George looked out of the window and noticed the changing landscape as they drove out of the city. Buildings, bridges and roads were few and far between. Open fields, punctuated by clumps of trees and bushes, stretched into the distance.

      George and Martin didn't speak as they both prepared for their destiny. Martin took George's hand and held it for the whole journey. They looked like a couple, and in that moment they both felt as if they were one. Each lost in the memory of their past lives, they shared a mutual fear of what lay ahead.

      After a long drive that seemed like an eternity, they reached a heavily fenced area where two armed officers led them through a gate. It was at least another twenty minutes before they reached a building. The building resembled a fortress and was built on solid rock. To reach it, they had to climb a steep flight of stairs carved out of the solid rock.

      The two elders stopped frequently to catch their breath. Despite the hostile atmosphere, one of the officers was kind enough to help them up the stairs.

      They entered a huge room, the walls decorated with historical war paintings. This looks like Duke's extravagant taste, George thought as he followed the officer in front of him. Through a long corridor, up another flight of stairs, the group finally arrived at Duke's office.

      The leader sat behind a bombastic desk. He stood up with great difficulty as the men entered.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Oh my God, what has happened to my son? He looks terrible! His face is swollen and red and he has doubled in weight. He clings to his desk because he can't stand unsupported. His red eyes are small because of all the wrinkles that surround them. They look like the devil's eyes.

        Strange how calm I feel. Last night, for the first time in many years of practising the mantra, I managed to reach the sacred syllable. It was just a split second when I saw it in my mind, like in another dimension, but it was there. Now I am completely fearless.
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        * * *

      

      Before Duke could say anything, George opened the conversation. "Son, if you have any spark of humanity left in you, or any remnant of human emotion, you should immediately instruct your murderous officers to stop killing my defenceless elderly colleagues."

      Duke's face tightened. His gaze was icy cold. "I am the one who decides. If you say one more word without my permission, I will have you both killed on the spot."

      "Go ahead, you bastard." George said loud and clear and opened his arms to receive the bullet.

      A long silence followed, where the air could be cut to pieces. Duke was speechless. His officers were stunned.

      Martin gave a cough. "Sir, I assume you called us here for a reason."

      One of the officers stepped forward.

      "Let's sit down." He gestured to a table and chairs.

      As they sat down, George asked: "And who are you?"

      The man looked shocked at how George had addressed him and not recognised him, for in his world he was a very important person and treated as such wherever he went.

      "I am the Speaker of the New Order government."

      "Speak then!" George ordered. His patience was wearing thin.

      The speaker swallowed. "We would like to propose a deal."

      "A deal? What dirty deal could that be?" George smiled ironically.

      "We would like to complete our artificial intelligence system to optimise economic performance. Our algorithms lack common sense and knowledge, which we could achieve by feeding them human wisdom."

      "Because you kill all your old people, you lack valuable wisdom, right?" George said.

      "Let's put it this way, we don't have the technological means to make it compatible with our data collection."

      "You want our wisdom extractor." Martin said. It was more of a statement than a question.

      "Yes."

      "What do you offer in exchange?" George asked.

      "Your safe return to the New World." The speaker answered.

      George and Martin laughed in disgust.

      "Since when do you know about the New World and our wisdom extractor?" Martin asked.

      "Since yesterday." The speaker answered.

      "You've got to be kidding!" George said. "My estranged son Duke over there knows about the Resistance and the New World since I left. That's almost twenty-five years ago!"

      George's words hit the men like a bombshell. Duke's loyal officers suddenly looked white. They exchanged brief looks but didn't seem to have the guts to confront their leader.

      "Here are our conditions," Martin said in a business-like voice.

      "First, we will not allow our precious wisdom to be used for anything other than the benefit of our societies, young and old. We will have full control over its use.

      Secondly, we will only supply you with our Wisdom Extractor in exchange for the repeal of your law that makes it legal to kill seventy-two year olds. In other words, the concept of 'due date' will be a thing of the past."

      He looks up. Three pairs of eyes were looking back at him.

      "Thirdly, the New Order government will cancel all shares in A.S.H.E.S. and stop trading on the international stock market immediately. Your state corporation A.S.H.E.S. will be dissolved.

      Fourthly, the coal mines will be closed. The sun, wind and waves will be used again as primary energy sources.

      Fifth, the New World and the New Order government will form an alliance. The New World will be used as a hospital for the sick and elderly. Your world will continue to act as an economic hub, supplying the New World with all the necessary equipment and manpower to keep it running as a hospital and place of wellbeing.

      Sixth, everyone will have the choice to move freely between the New World and the Old World."

      Martin stopped speaking and waited for a reaction, shooting a challenging look at the men.

      George noticed a quiver in Duke's ridiculous and deeply embarrassed face. He had been stripped of all dignity and integrity in front of his colleagues. But in his desperation, he tried once more to regain the respect of his inferiors, who looked increasingly worried. "You don't really think I would agree to such nonsense, do you?"

      "Nonsense?" George asked. "I'll tell you what, son. If you don't agree, you'll have to kill me right here and now."

      George stood up and knelt in front of Duke. He moved his head towards him. Duke was sitting, so all he had to do was pull out his gun and shoot his father in the head.

      "This is the second time I have asked you to kill me. Do it now or you will remain a wimp for the rest of your life - a useless, bloody chickenshit, just like you've always been."

      An agonising moment followed. Duke's petrified officers watched as Duke drew his gun, loaded with the latest edition of the R.I.P. bullet, which had the ability to explode inside the body, designed to cause as much internal damage as possible and send the victim flying in several pieces. As if he had never held a gun before, Duke seemed at a loss as to what to do next. He stared at his pistol, which looked very much like a toy gun, made up of dull and multi-coloured plastic parts assembled into a gruesome killing machine. He turned and twisted it in his hand in a mental effort to make a decision.

      All the while, George waited for the final blow. He waited in a vacuum of nothingness, between the end of his long life and the beginning of the unknown. The afterlife was something Magda and he had often talked about.

      "What happens when we die?" Magda had asked.

      "It could be wonderful, or it could be nothing at all." George had replied.

      "Let's think of it as wonderful." Magda had concluded. It had given her comfort during the difficult time of her battle with cancer.
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        * * *

      

      When George heard the shot, he saw Magda and Ella's faces in front of him. He waited for the knockout blow, but it didn't come. As he looked up he could feel his son's warm blood running down his back. Duke was still in the chair, but his head and torso were gone. Blood gushed from the top of his body, or what was left of it, covering George in a thick mass of red liquid and splashing all over the other men. Pieces of flesh stuck to the furniture, walls and ceiling, slowly dripping down in bloody blobs before hitting the polished concrete floor like wet sponges.

      In a panic, the Speaker fumbled in his pockets for a handkerchief to wipe his blood-splattered eyes.

      George collapsed on the spot. The kind officer rushed over to him. He lifted George out of the pool of blood and laid him flat on the table. He gave him a quick examination, felt his pulse and looked into his eyes with a flashlight before pressing a button on a remote control. On a large screen they could see the gatekeepers and an ambulance parked just outside the gate.

      "Get that ambulance over here," the friendly officer ordered.

      "Sorry, sir, we have strict orders from the leader not to let anyone through this gate."

      "The leader is dead. Now get that fucking ambulance over A.S.A.P."

      "Yes sir."

      The friendly officer seemed to be a man of some importance. He introduced himself to Martin as Roger, second in command. He had been chosen to take over from Duke when he died.

      Roger asked Martin if he was all right to go down the steep stairs. Martin nodded. His legs were shaking uncontrollably, but he was adamant that he would make it.

      Roger instructed one of the other officers to help him carry George down. The other officer went to fetch a stretcher. They lifted George onto it without much effort.

      The way down was awkward. Martin was very worried about George slipping off the stretcher. When he expressed his concern, Roger used his belt to tie George to the stretcher.

      At the bottom, Andrew and Albert were shocked and disbelieving when they saw the blood on the old men.

      "It's not their blood. It's the blood of our late leader" Roger explained. Despite the tragic situation, he looked surprisingly happy.

      Albert helped lift George into the ambulance and put him on oxygen. "He's going to be all right," he confirmed after a quick check.

      But now it was Martin's turn to break down. He had endured the proposal, the shooting and everything that followed. Knowing that George and he were safe in the care of Andrew, his son, he gave in to the stress of the last hour and passed out.

      "Let's take them straight home." Andrew said.

      

      "Why were you there?" George asked Andrew when he woke up that night.

      "We wouldn't have left you alone in the hands of those bandits. Of course we followed you all the way to Duke's fortress."
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        * * *

      

      
        
        I cannot think of my son. I MAY NOT think about him. As soon as I see his lifeless body in front of me, my heart starts beating like crazy. It's better for him to be dead, better for people, better for Ella and me. He didn't belong in this world any more - and he knew it.

        Martin says Roger has been very helpful. He's the one who helped me up the stairs and brought me down on the stretcher. Will they accept our terms?

        Andrew has called off our mission. The elders have been told to stay inside with their host families. Two were killed. Kevin was injured, but Albert says he'll be all right. They are arranging for us to return home as soon as possible. Once I have recovered, I will lead the group back the same way.
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        * * *

      

      Two days after Duke's death, Roger's face appeared on television. He spoke of fundamental political change and apologised for the suffering caused by the old leader. He mentioned the New World and that negotiations were under way.

      A government stamped letter arrived at Ella's address asking for an appointment with Martin, George, Andrew and Ella. Roger and the spokesman for the New Order arrived inconspicuously in a small car. Andrew invited them in and to join the others at the table.

      "Good to see you've recovered." Roger said to George. "Congratulations on your bravery and sorry for the loss of your son," he continued.

      "Thank you, I appreciate it." George nodded.

      The spokesman stood up. "We are writing to inform you of our resignation from our government positions. Roger and I have decided to leave the state to allow the Resistance to take over. All other government officials have been dismissed. Here are the keys to the headquarters and the codes to the computers and other equipment. Good luck!"

      The two men stood up, bowed to Ella and left.

      Ella, Andrew, George and Martin sat in stunned silence. They had expected negotiations, but not a complete takeover of their state's government.

      "The first thing we have to do is get in front of a TV camera and tell the people to relax. Nobody's going to be picked up any longer." George suggested.

      "The next thing I have to do is cancel the A.S.H.E.S. shares. I have been dreaming of doing that for a long time." Andrew said.

      "I suppose, Andrew, you need to form a new government as a matter of urgency. Get all your Resistance friends together and vote." Martin said.

      "Our priority should be to get the Elders back to their New World. They are suffering." Ella said.

      They all agreed, and when the remaining ninety-eight Elders were back in Ella's flat two days later, George led the group back through the maze of tunnels. Their aches and pains were gone as soon as they breathed the air of the New World.

      The news of the fallen government was received with relief and excitement. A new government was formed with policies based on human values. Preparations began immediately to turn the New World into a hospital and a place of wellbeing. The sick were cured and the elderly continued to grow old. The exchange of people increased with the opening of various points of entry.

      George and Martin enjoyed the frequent company of their grandchildren, who grew up to be healthy, fun-loving and caring people.
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      The Fruit Picker

      

      Sebastian is tired of feeling misunderstood by his parents and friends. He is gay, and this urges him to break out of his everyday life and see the world in a different light. An opportunity arises to work as a fruit picker in Australia. He immediately embarks on an adventurous journey that takes him to all corners of Australia, from the rigid Australian court system to the depths of the Aboriginal spiritual world.
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        * * *

      

      My Love and Beyond

      

      A dream that takes us into the mystical world of the Aborigines. A discovery that amazes us. A love that we long for.

      Michael Sturm, a German archaeologist, travels to northern Australia to investigate bones of human historical significance. Then he meets Brolga, the woman of his dreams, and his life changes forever.
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        * * *

      

      Life of Sofia: The Cradle of the White Lioness

      

      Homeless and lonely, Sofia has disappeared into a void of lost dreams. During a chance encounter with a dying woman, she learns of a secret that will change her life in many ways. She meets Jamie, a stranger with a mysterious past, whom she helps with her wits to solve a murder case.

      In a dramatic turn of events, Sofia is drawn into the lives of others who, like her, are struggling to overcome poverty and grief.
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        * * *

      

      I, Yana

      

      Since she was a child, Yana has lived in the Cradle, a place for homeless children. Her life is defined by a work routine and being a constant witness to the misery of street children.

      As she grows into a young woman, Yana becomes involved in a mysterious series of dog murders. Together with the charming Inspector Jack Renna, she helps to solve the case, which eventually leads them to a thirty-year-old murder.
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      I Was One Of Many Slaves

      

      The story is set in Ancient Egypt. At that time the Gods rule mankind. Life after death continues in the spiritual world.

      Naguib is a slave and falls head over heels in love with a servant of his revered queen. He experiences strong sexual and spiritual powers that elevate him above his fellow slaves and eventually make him a valuable resource in his temple.
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        * * *

      

      Orontius, God’s Juggler

      

      In the late Middle Ages, Orontius grows up in poverty in a peasant family. After the sudden death of his mother, his father entrusts him to the vagabond Eberlein to protect him from hunger and hardship. The only condition is: Eberlein and his troupe are to take Orontius to a monastery in Siegen for his 15th birthday. An adventure-filled time begins for the boy.

      In the monastery, Orontius learns about the life of the Franciscans and becomes a monk. During this time he meets Gregorius of Metz, with whom he subsequently forms a deep friendship. However, he doubts the abbot's integrity, causing tension in their relationship.

      After more than two decades, Orontius leaves the monastery to visit his father. There he discovers that everything has changed. From then on, he gets to know life in all its brutality, but also in its beauty.
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        * * *

      

      Mafalda, Daughter of the Juggler

      

      Seventeen-year-old Mafalda, third daughter of the juggler Orontius, finds an ancient coin in the ruins of a chapel where Saint Catherine was celebrated on a visit to her birthplace of Flecken in 1551. The coin shows a head profile that resembles hers in every detail. Curious to find out who the woman from the distant past was, she sets off with a childhood friend for Egypt to St Catherine's Monastery.

      An exciting journey begins, interspersed with historical events, love, and Mafalda's spiritual insights in search of her identity.
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