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Disclaimer

Absolutely none of these people, in any way, shape or
form, in any manner, with any of their traits,
mannerisms, ways of speaking, ways of moving, likes,
dislikes, favourite books, quality of eyesight, ability to
make the ‘hitchhiker’s thumb’, taste/distaste for cakes,
pastries, muffins, etc..., level of intelligence, level of
useful intelligence, disposable income, favoured method
of commuting, personal thoughts on the environment
(cultural and political as well as physical), ability to fold
sheet metals, liver damages, predispositions for certain
card games over others, favourite foods, least favourite
drinks, number of arms on living relatives (rounded to
the nearest decimal place), total length of phone calls
made to a nearby pizza restaurant at 3:00am, weight of
the last physical object they bought online (if any), bank
passwords, PINs, phone codes, telephone numbers,
registration numbers, favourite numbers, handedness,
footedness, ability to distinguish real English words from
fake ones, likelihood that they are still reading this,
likelihood that they have skipped this bit entirely and
just want to read the book already, likelihood that they
just skipped it right then, number of ears they could deal
with losing, place of work, latitude of the bed they have
spent the longest in, place of education, place of birth,
length of the furthest range they have travelled away
from said place of birth, grendliness, short term memory
strengths, and most importantly, names, are based on
real life individuals.



What is a Ducc?

A Ducc is a small yellow plastic duck, with a squeaker in
the bottom.

Ducc is a topical joke which fizzles out in days, with
effects subtly lasting years, until some kind of crescendo.

Ducc is an idea for a story, a sort of ethereal concept,
floating around for a year and a half, until finally
coalescing into an undeveloped mess.

Ducc is a word for perseverance, a lack of wanting to
give up, and then the finish being so close it’s worth just
going for it in the end.

Ducc means a religion, authority, rigour, stability,
security, ignorance, knowledge, the banning of false
idols, the prayer that goes on each and every day all over
the world, and the message behind them.

Ducc means good within bad, bad with good intentions,
a desire to shield people from truths they cannot know,
filling the void with lies they shouldn’t.

Ducc means sitting down and listening to people around
a campfire, and when you break up and part your
separate ways, it means a time for self-reflection, and to
think about what you were; what you will be. Remember,
there are always bigger things to worry about.
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Prologue, but a thankful one.

Thank you to everyone who worked with me on this, and
thank you especially to those people who made the real
life duck incident which, for lack of a better term,
inspired this mess.

Thank you to the Ducc Project team for vaguely
supporting me over the past year, and giving me
encouragement when I needed it, during the GCSE
period and after, and during the summer, when everyone
thought it had gone, but no, it suddenly had thirty
thousand words, and was no longer a joke.

Alright, maybe it still is a joke, at however many
thousand words. But it’s a good joke, at least one that
has had a reasonable amount of effort put into it. And I
understand fully that that doesn’t make it good.

Thank you to all the teachers who unknowingly read
extracts from this book, and the exam marker who read
a near word for word copy of chapter 6 for one of my
creative writing answers. I do hope I get to see that one
day, just to see what the differences were.

Thank you to you, for presumably buying this book, or if
you're just reading a little online, or maybe even in a

bookstore, then that’s okay too.

I don’t mind.



I - Ritual

Reverend Williams looked down from the congregation,
reading his scrawling, hand-written notes.

‘“And the first shall be the last, and the last shall be the
first. All people, one day, will be able to travel to the oasis,
they will be able to revel in the sight of the holy scripts,
they will. One day. When the evil forces that surround our
land are vanquished by a higher power, one which we
believe in with all our hearts, and one that will lead us
back to the oasis, where we can all be the first, and never
the last.”

Tarek looked up from the floor, after mumbling the
prayer, only vaguely in time with the rest of the
congregation. He was bored, bored of these endless
events that he was forced to attend, bored of the
seasonal rituals which all seemed to bring nothing but
bad fortune to the town; he was even bored of boredom.
An existence so based on rites of passage and existences
based on crop harvests and phases of the moon that
there was scarcely any time for self-improvement. No
one in the town had dared venture outside their self-
defined borders. Even the people who drew the physical
lines in the sand never dared to cross them.

Outside that circle, there were evil forces. They were safe
right here, in their circular circle. They had been for
generations. It was all well and good, except for where it
wasn’t. And that was all outside. They made sure of it.



Tarek knew everyone in the village, but then again it
happens consequentially, when you all live within a
literal stone’s throw of each other. Once, he had thrown
an actual stone around to test this theory. But despite
being an advocate for the scientific method, testing and
recording, old Doctor Kalivas was not too pleased about
the results. Not that there were any objects of value to
break.

Tarek had lost many stones to the circle.

He sometimes threw stones outside the circle, only to see
them get covered up when sand blew over them, slowly
hiding any trace of their existence. Some of these rocks
had been forcefully taken away from him, mainly by
Doctor Kalivas. He claimed to be an advocate for law and
order, but threw Tarek’s rocks away without a fair trial.
Many of the people in the town advocated for things
which they didn’t seem to follow. Reverend Hall said that
all members of the town should attend his services, but
he hadn’t been to a service in a few days. In fact, Tarek
hadn’t seen him in a few days, either.

‘And the holy- hey, you there! In the second row! Are you
listening to me? I said, stop looking at the floor, boy! Are
you listening to me?”

Tarek kept mumbling and repeating what Reverend
Williams said, as if it was the normal order of service.



“Tarek!” said the reverend, “Do keep your head up! Show
some respect for the dead.”

Tarek looked up at the casket - “Rest in Peace, Reverend
Hall.”

At least he was at the service.

The hypocrite.



II - Maybe

The light was blindingly bright as Tarek walked out of
the assembly hall, refracting off the various layers of
warm air that floated just above the surface. Doctor
Ullathorne had taught him of that, in their various and
disparate lessons together. Tarek had been taught by all
the teachers in the town that the world was all
explained, and that everything that they knew was all
there was to be known in the world. It was
unquestionable, just like the circle. Nothing had ever
gone past the circle and come back. For all he knew, it
was a lonely, empty abyss. Maybe it was just more sand.
He wasn’t going to risk it just to find out. That’s why he
threw the stones over the border, a small act of protest.
Maybe if he drew more lines, he could extend the border.
Maybe it was best not to think about.

Lessons weren’t on today. Something about a festival,
one of the story-telling ones. As if the hour long session
of droning on about scripture he just sat through wasn’t
bad enough. No, today would be the sixteenth time that
the ancient tale of Ducc would be recounted to him. He
knew the story well, and tried to take the boredom of the
event away by imagining the scenes in his head. It would
be like watching a play, to an extent. Perhaps the cast
would be his friends and family, and his teachers and
leaders. Of course, all his worldly imaginings were based
on what he had seen in this small circle, but he could
extrapolate from the words of the Ducc Scripts. Of
course, one of the few things he could not imagine was
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the form of the ducc itself. These statues they had in
their houses were merely imitations, he had learnt. He
staged the story in his head, getting ready to imagine his
way out of yet another service.

But this would be a different tale to the one he was used
to hearing today.

“Hello, Tarek. I see you are preparing for the story later
today.” said the reverend. “It’s good to see the youth of
today are so invested in their stories. I've heard you
recounted verse... nine hundred and seventy six last
year?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Ah, yes, quite a verse. Do you know much about the
meaning behind it, as you've clearly studied it closely?”

“Well, I think the...” Tarek said, not knowing what half-
baked nonsense was going to fall out of his mouth.

“Go on, I'm interested to hear what you have to say.” said
the reverend, simultaneously in an angry and soothing
tone.

“It... it shows the importance of the Ducc in our lives.”
Yes, that was it, the perfect catch-all statement.

“Oh, of course! The ultimate philosophy which we aim to
spread! Not that there’s anything past the circle, you
know.” said the reverend. Tarek was not entirely



convinced that that statement didn’t carry an air of
concealment about it, as if the reverend was trying to
hide something from him, from all of them! Maybe he
knew what was beyond the circle! Maybe not.

The reverend continued, “Tarek, this is your sixteenth
recital, correct?”

“YeS .77

“Well then, you will be happy to learn that everyone’s
sixteenth recital is a little different! And I don’t mean
you get to read out a chapter rather than a verse, but
you’ll be pleasantly surprised by what’s in store.
Hopefully no one will have spoiled the surprise for you
just yet.”

Tarek thought that statement had a different air around
it, a much creepier one. Maybe... maybe not.

He walked out to the far reaches of the town, where the
sun was setting below the dunes on the edge of the
border. Over the past few years, he had watched as these
great orange hills drifted over the landscape, changing
the horizon as they did so. It was a shame that the
border was currently set halfway up the tallest one. It
looked incredibly fun to slide down, or throw rocks off
of, or maybe even climb to the top and watch the sun set.

On his way there, he was passed by Mr Stockdale, who

lived on the edge of the town, separated by his bountiful
crops, which kept the town running, albeit with little

6



room for failure. There was always enough to eat,
though. It seemed that all the bad fortune that seemed to
befall the rest of the town avoided Stockdale. He was
well respected by most people in the town, including the
teachers. Yet, he never seemed to come to any services.
Tarek had rarely seen him set foot in any of the assembly
halls.

He was the man who set the border, too. Tarek saw the
rake, leaned up against the side of his house, which was
free from sand and dirt, unlike most of the other houses
in the town. Stockdale was a shining light in their
circular world.

“Hello, Mr Stockdale! How are you?” said Tarek, exited
to hear what he had to say.

“Oh, I'm good. Not much has been happening recently
with me. I'm just... good.” he said, “Hey, I've heard it’s
your new recital thing today!”

“Yeah! About that, do you know what goes on in it? Rev
was being kind of cryptic but I knew you’d tell me.”

“Well... how do I put this... I've never actually been to
this recital. Something about-”

He stopped abruptly.
“I'll tell you another day. Maybe afterwards? Actually,

that doesn’t make sense. I can’t help. But it sounds like
you need to prepare for it.”



“But I haven’t been told what’s going on, much less how
to prepare for it! I don’t know what is going to happen.
No one has ever told me about this!”

“Calm down, it’s just another thing you have to do. Like
Duccmas. Or Ducc Tuesday. Anyway, I was also going to
ask you if you wanted to talk about taking over some of
my jobs. You need to learn a skill. Maybe one day, you
could set the borders!”

“Oh, okay. That'd be fun!”

“Tarek, it’s not fun, it's hard work, dragging a rake
around the whole town once a day, every day” said
Stockdale, looking down at Tarek with a slight frown.
“It’s part of the daily Duccship ritual. I do it so the crops
grow well.”

“I guess not.” he said “But I'd be happy to help!”

There was a pause, just long enough to be painful.

“Well then. I guess you should be getting to whatever it
is you have to do.”

“Thanks for talking with me, it means a lot to me. We
don’t see you a lot in the centre of the town.”

“Oh, really? I thought I was a regular presence there?”



“Well... T guess you are. Alright then, have a good
evening, Mr Stockdale.”

“And you, Tarek.”

Tarek continued walking to the edge of the town,
choosing to sit down and contemplate his career choices
he could make. Rake bearer, priest, teacher, merchant or
farmer. He had never really found being a farmer
appealing, nor did he want to become a teacher or a
priest, which left rake bearer or merchant as the final
choices. His father had told him about the stresses of
merchant life, even in this small town, so he erred on the
side of rake bearing, despite the low opportunity.

Not much else was needed in this town, as Stockdale
provided for them all. He was the greatest believer in
Ducc there was. He made tall stone statues of the ancient
ones. Reverend Williams, however, did not always
approve of his carvings, sometimes opting to give
lectures on how they were ‘disrespectful’. Stockdale
should be the reverend, Tarek thought.

And with the setting of the sun below the horizon, the
ground began to cool, and so Tarek headed back towards
the town. On his way back, he noticed that the rake was
gone, and so was Stockdale. He wasn’t anywhere in
sight, or on any of the dunes on this side of the town.
Maybe he was raking somewhere else.

Maybe not.



IIT - Recital

The light grew dimmer as the sun began to illuminate
less and less of the sky above Tarek, as he walked back
towards the now-glowing heart of the town. A feeble
heart, only able to pump enough blood to keep itself
alive, as was no need for a brain, or sensory organs. It
was as if the circle was their cell wall, and the town their
nucleus, and Stockdale’s field their mitochondria -
Hartley had taught him that. He was one of the teachers,
but he didn’t always seem like one. He felt more human
than most of them, in the sense that he had
shortcomings.

Hartley often recounted of how he used to farm and pick
potatoes where Stockdale’s farm currently is. According
to his vaguely self-aggrandising yet pity-seeking tales,
there was a surplus of potatoes when he was the town
farmer. According to everyone else, there was a lack of
everything else, frequent failures to rake the boundary,
incorrect verses spoken at rituals, turning up fifteen
minutes to every lecture he held, on the dot, without fail.

Regardless of what time Hartley came to lectures, Tarek
was going to make it to the ritual on time, as the entire
subject of his day had revolved around this mysterious
event. He was not sure if it was a recital, a ritual, or just
some lecture that Stockdale had inadvertently got him
animated for. Hopefully, it would be an evening to
remember, and not for how incredibly long and boring it
was - it was possible for these events to last for days, and
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some would pass out from hunger but still be made to sit
in their seats, unconscious as the rest of the audience.

No one had given him any information about the time
and place of this event, so he was stuck, wandering
around the town listlessly, as if trying to wear tracks into
the sand, like Stockdale did. He shuffled his feet in such
a way to create as much of a track as possible, not caring
too much about the sand which filled his shoes in doing
so, and not caring of the glances that the junior rakers
gave him. After all, he was helping them by giving them
work, or perhaps a better phrase might be ‘some menial
activity to pass the time’. He walked over to the men, not
too much older than he was, and asked them about the
‘event’ that was taking place.

They walked away, muttering something about the ritual
behind his back, and began to flatten out the small
valleys he had crafted with their rakes. So much for a
small, friendly community. No one else was in sight in
the town centre, and so he went to the only place
guaranteed to have something going on in it, no matter
the time. The hall.

Entering the hall, he brought a cloud of sand with him,
kicked up by the movement of the large doors, which
caused some members of the back row to cough and turn
around. The members of the rows in front of them
turned around to see what the noise was, and the rows
in front of them turned around to see what all the
shuffling noises caused by the rows behind them were.
Well, each and every one of those people were now
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staring at him as the doors of the hall closed behind him,
watching every slow and measured step he took towards
the front of the hall. The only seats left were at the front,
and so as he walked towards them, he could feel each
staring pair of eyes (or in a good few cases, singular eye)
slow him down, as if creating a wall of thickened air he
had to force his way through, against his will. He had
made it more than half way towards the front; there was
no turning back now, as it was apparent he had
committed to trying to sit down. He fought against his
better nature as he was about to take a seat in the front
row, and just when he was about to signal to someone to
move up a bit so he could fit on the bench, the reverend
spoke.

“Tarek. So glad you could be with us today. It’s your
sixteenth recital, and today, you’ll learn more of the story
that our Duccology is based upon. Sounds harmless,
right?”

“Yes.” He paused for a moment. “Yes, Sir.”

“Good, well then, come up here and recount the tale of
Ducc as you know it. Be brief, we haven’t got all day. No,
in fact, we've got all night and all day!” Said the
reverend, which elicited a disheartened laugh from the
congregation. “Do please come up to the stage and speak
of what you know.”

He walked to the stage, being followed by the same sets

of glazed eyes that seemed to also glaze the floor in
heavy tar, making him nervous and unable to walk very
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fast, and under the glaze of the many gazes set upon
him, he shuffled his way up on to the lectern, and began
recounting the Tale of Ducc as they had taught him so in
his numerous lessons on the subject. There were to be no
interpretations or personal anecdotes or opinions
attached to this reading, though, the raw facts of the tale
would be recounted, almost like someone reading
directly from a book.

‘After having followed Ducc through the desert to find the
Oasis, they built caves in order to hide themselves away
from the forces that opposed Ducc, and to store their
precious scripts. They had made these laws in order that
more men and women would follow the ways of the Ducc
in time. However, the caves did not last forever, and as dark
forces drove them out of the caves, some of them were
captured by those dark forces and put to use as minions of
evil, forming the town of Wren. And we founded the town
of Dryden, where we keep the laws of the Ducc to this day.
The boundary is drawn each and every morning to ward
off the evil forces of Wren, and to stop them from gaining
power by feeding off our lands, which are full of fertile soils
and water, thanks only to the force of Ducc.”

Tarek had collapsed almost sixteen years of Ducc
teaching into a few reasonably long sentences, not before
recounting the whole story in a lot more detail. But as
the evening turned into night, Tarek felt that even the
most stoic of hall-goers were on the border of
consciousness. Eventually, the story was brought to a
close as he spoke of the founding of the town of Dryden
by the ancient Ones, and their family lineage. While
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speaking of who begat who in this family tree (which
was arguably more like a family bush, given the small
gene pool the settlers had to work with) he mentioned
briefly of an outlying branch, stemming directly from the
ancient Ones, down to nothing.

“Thank you Tarek, that was amazing. Now, what if we
told you there’s more to that story. Well, not more to the
story, but more to the future. Ducc Scripture says there is
a prophecy, of one who will come and bring us good
fortune, from within. And recently, we have had a lot of
good fortune, food wise. Now, I will welcome to the
front, Stockdale!” said the reverend, gesturing to the
man sitting by the door, who opened it.

In came Stockdale, with no sign of slowing down his
pace despite the even greater number of eyes focused on
him. The force which these admiring eyes had on him
seemed to speed him up, and he strode towards the
lectern, moving the reverend aside as the doors slammed
shut, creating a crescendo of noise to accompany his
dramatic entrance, the first of which Tarek had ever
seen. The man himself, stood there in front of a
congregation, now throughly perked up after having to
sit through a mind-numbing recital, as whatever
Stockdale had to say would have much more bearing on
their lives than the stories of old.

“Hello, everybody!” said Stockdale in an unusually
charismatic tone, with a single cheer from the audience
to accompany it. “I have come here today, on the day of
this special sixteenth recital, to tell Tarek the story of the
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Prophecy of Ducc! Now, all of you know it, because to be
in here today is to be wise to the prophecy! Isn’t that
right, folks?”

A hundred heads nodded in unison, more in sync than
the reverend could ever coax them to be, no matter how
much energy he tried to ooze into his lectures.

“Well then, let’s get started. So, after the town of Dryden
was founded, it doesn’t matter about the lineage or any
of that drivel our young man here just told us! We've all
heard it a hundred times! Everyone begat everyone and
such and such, but the prophecy states that none of these
begat-ers will ever be the crucial part of the prophecy. An
outsider will be part of the prophecy. And I am this
outsider. It says so, right here, in one of these scrolls.
Now, it doesn’t matter which one, the only proof you
need is to look outside and see how much better this
town has become since I've been here. Pipelines,
delivering water from a well into each house. Bountiful
crop yields. The lot. It’s... honestly incredible. Ducc has
helped me achieve this state of luck. Ducc, and Ducc
alone, has helped me.”

Stockdale proceeded to tell the tale of the prophecy, and
how he, and his descendants, would help the town grow
and thrive in their little pocket of existence, safe from
the outside world from which he was banished.
Allegedly, he had been banished from Wren after
realising the superiority of Ducc at a young age, sixteen,
to be exact.
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And the night turned into day, as Stockdale passed the
lectern back to the reverend, and he proceeded to
recount the Ducc Prayer, which everyone followed as
usual. After, there was almost a stampede to get out of
the hall, as the people wanted go back into the comfort
of their own homes and sleep, for they had stayed awake
all night, listening intently to Stockdale’s teachings on
the prophecy, as it was rare for him to come into town.

And as the sun rose, Tarek slept.
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IV - Follower

The sleep cycles of many of the people in Dryden had
been thoroughly obliterated by the many night services
they attended, and this contributed to the general feeling
of lethargy amongst the populace. This tiredness would
inspire almost nothing to ever happen in the town, as if
someone had cast a spell over them, forcing them to only
do the absolute minimum to eat, move, and in some
cases, do their assigned job. There would be rest-based
festivities which gave the people energy from time to
time, but the celebrations that ensued both depleted
their food supply and their energy, returning them to the
same state as they were before. This wasn’t a bad life to
live, far from it, actually, as most people in the town
were thoroughly content with their lives, the way they
lived was dictated by Ducc to keep them alive, and the
circle they drew was to keep everything else bad out.

Tarek had woken up at around midday, after a
reasonably restful nap on a pile of sand inside a tent.
There was still a light dusting of sand over his clothes,
which he swept off, getting to his feet. He then exited the
tent, thinking no one would be outside. No one was
outside, they were all asleep, with the exception of a
single figure right near the border. It was Stockdale,
raking the border as usual. Tarek could only just make
out the dot, walking with his rake, up the side of one of
the sand dunes, to carve out the border. Yesterday, the
border was set at the midpoint of this hill, where Tarek
had been talking to Stockdale yesterday.
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But the dot kept going up. The border was clearly below
the position of the dot! Tarek began to walk, and then
jog towards the edge of the village, watching as the dot
became a line, as he approached the dune, and as
Stockdale climbed to the top of the dune, the line
resolved itself into a less blurry figure.

“Stockdale! You've gone past the border!” shouted Tarek,
against the sound of the midday breeze, shielding his
face from the occasional updraft of sand. Stockdale
didn’t respond.

“Stockdale! Hey! You are past the border!” he shouted,
even louder, and more frantic than before. “If rev sees
this, he’ll banish you!” Stockdale, slowly turning around,
faced Tarek.

“Tarek, how are you? Don’t worry about me, because the
head raker doesn’t have to stay within the boundary.
Otherwise, how would I rake it?” said Stockdale, in a
passive-aggressive tone.

“Er, well, I guess you could...” Tarek trailed off as he
thought it would be better not to try and debate him.
Maybe he’d take this to the reverend. Surely, he’d be able
to tell him what was what, and whether you could rake a
circle properly while standing inside it the whole time.
“Well, have a good day. Hope to see you at the post-
recital feast later.” said Tarek, leaving the hill to
continue. He walked back to the centre of the town, not
realising that Stockdale had continued to walk up the
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dune, continuing over until he could not be seen. He
increased his walk to a jog, and then back to a walk
again as the soft sands depleted his energy for running
faster than the paths at the centre of the town. Why
couldn’t they have installed these paths further out?
They had the resources to, surely, Tarek thought.

The town was quite something to behold when no one
was around, no hustle and bustle of the market, no
religious prayers, nothing to be seen. When Tarek was
younger, he remembered how the town used to be a lot
more active, and how he could never find any alone
time. There used to be a lot more people, he thought, but
even though they had less, they were happier. Perhaps it
was not all better in these ‘halcyon’ days that he
imagined, maybe it was all better with the power of
hindsight, or maybe he never remembered the bad
things. Speaking of bad things, where had Stockdale
gone? He looked behind to try and see the dot on the
dune, but saw no such thing. Instead, the rake was just
barely visible, planted in the top of the sand as if to
resemble a crucifix. Or, more accurately, as Duccifix,
which the reverend had taught them about.

Tarek, mind now fully occupied with the reverend,
decided it would be a good idea to go and find him to
warn him of Stockdale’s clear violation of the rules. After
all, they had been taught that rule pretty much since
birth, and this outsider comes and ruins their sacred
boundary. It seemed almost ‘typical’ to Tarek, despite the
fact that no other single person had ever come from
outside or left from inside, as far as he could recall.
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The buildings, which were all no taller than a single
floor, (except, of course, for the hall) were all completely
silent as Tarek walked around them. He could feel
people inside them being disturbed as he kicked up sand
behind him, and could feel their tar-like stares sticking
him to the ground once more. He took a route down a
side path, to get to the hall quicker. He had to walk
almost sideways, between the two houses, careful not to
bump into a wall for fear of it collapsing, or snagging his
shirt. These were the two houses of the Allen family and
the Sevin family, who hated each other with a passion.

The place where the houses were used to be a single
house, before they were forcibly separated after both the
aforementioned families moved in. And they didn’t hate
each other due to massive ideological differences (after
all, there was none of that in this town) or family
payback (there were generally no murders either), but
the most inconsequential and menial of things. Oh, a
sand pile formed outside my doorstep and not theirs, let
me just quickly burn their food supply and break their
water supply, and then you’ll do the same to me, and
then we’ll both be back to square one, but it’s more like
square negative one, because we’re both worse off now,
and it's your fault for putting that sand pile on my
doorstep to begin with, so I'll put one on your doorstep.
And the whole process repeats, ad nauseam. At least it
gave Stockdale something to do in-between farming and
teaching, fixing the pipes. He was a master with
pipelines, and rightfully so. He had prayed to Ducc for
knowledge of pipelines, and had been given it as he lived
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in the most sacred of places, Dryden. He had rejected
Wren to live in the better, more holy place.

A solitary chicken crossed Tarek’s path, brushing past his
feet as he walked by, clucking once and scuttling over to
the far corner of its pen. The solitary cluck was heard by
one of the Allens and woke them, for a single second,
before they fell asleep again - at least, that’s how any
person who wasn’t locked in a war of pettiness would
react. They shouted, “Hey! Stupid chicken! Shut up!”,
which woke up the other members of their family, and in
turn the Sevin family. Before Tarek had even set foot
outside the front of both of the houses, insults were
flying like crudely manufactured bombs, yet the curtains
had not even been drawn. The houses continued to
create a domino effect, slowly waking up the people in
the houses beside their own, and then once the
magnitude of raucous talk had reached a certain level,
the people on the other side of the street heard them too.

As Tarek walked through the town, people had woken up
properly and were starting their daily routines, watering
cacti, having a meagre morning meal, some were
walking around, trying to get their daily exercise in
before the festivities began. But not before that, Tarek
would have a single lesson to go to, one with Kalivas.
Kalivas, according to everyone in the town, was the most
skilled mathematician of them all, and had created many
theorems that were based in higher dimensions.
Allegedly, he could think in four dimensions. Tarek could
barely comprehend three at times, let alone the addition
of a fourth. Every time Tarek asked him how he knew
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this, he brushed it off, saying something along the lines
of, “I didn’t come up with it.” He supposed Ducc had
given Kalivas this ability.

Either way, Tarek still had the reverend to find before he
was to attend any sort of lesson, and Tarek knew exactly
where to find him. Running round to the hall, Tarek saw
the Reverend Williams walking out of the hall, after
presumably having finished the mornings’ prayer.

“Rev- er... Reverend Williams! I'd like to ask you a
question about-” Tarek was interrupted by the Reverend
coughing and asking Tarek to come closer, as he could
not hear him. “Well, you see,” Tarek continued, “I
wanted to ask you something about the border of the
town.”

“The raked border?” said the reverend, “Oh, that’s an
area I'm well versed in. Ask away.”

“Can Stockdale go outside the border? He is the head
raker, after all... How else would he draw the circle?”

“No one can cross the border at any time.”

Tarek paused for a second, despite that being the answer
he assumed he was going to get. “Well, I think Stockdale
has crossed the border just now.”

“Oh, really? That doesn’t sound like something he would

usually do.” said the reverend, who promptly departed in
the direction of Stockdale’s house, with an expression
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Tarek had never seen on his generally neutral face
before.

“Sir! What are you doing?” asked Tarek, raising his voice
a bit more than would have been necessary for any other
person.

“'m going to have a chat with him.” the reverend said,
sternly. “That’s all.”

Tarek walked off behind him, and weaved around some
walls to avoid being seen by the reverend, who was still
marching forth with a serious excess of intent. He
ducked behind another wall, which belonged to the
house of Doctor Kalivas, who was due to see him some
time that morning. And just so, it happened that Doctor
Kalivas opened the curtains and saw Tarek, leant up
against the wall, stuck to it in a peculiar pose.

“Hi, Tarek.”

“Hi, Doctor Kalivas.” A long pause followed, and Kalivas
stuck his head out the window slowly.

“Tarek, what are you doing?”
“Nothing.”
“Are you here for a lesson?”

“No. Well, not yet, I think I'll be ready in 15 minutes, I
don’t know yet though.”
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“What do you have to do?”

“Well, the reverend’s about to storm into Stockdale’s
house.”

“What’s he mad about?”
“Come and see, I have no idea what he’s going to say.”

“Well, I guess it’'s more interesting than waiting for a
quarter of an hour.”

Tarek unstuck himself from the wall, and walked round
the house, having a look around to check for the
presence of the reverend, and then walking to the front
door to wait for Kalivas. It was a bit of a wait, and Tarek
was just itching to go to hear what the reverend had to
say to Stockdale, but his moral compulsion (and the fact
it would be awkward in 15 minutes if he had abandoned
Kalivas) kept him from slinking off.

“Sorry I kept you”, said Kalivas, “Now let’s go and see
what Stockdale has to say!”

They walked to Stockdale’s house, not speaking a word
for fear of disturbing the delicate conversation inside,
which was clearly meant to be private. They pressed
their ears against the wall, looking like a more contorted
version of Tarek’s earlier wall-pressing. The thin wood
and clay mixture that the walls were constructed of
created a muffling effect that made it hard for either of
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them to hear the voices, but Tarek had spent many hours
perfecting the art of ‘trans-lutu-ligum-audio’ (roughly
translated through broken Latin as ‘through-clay-wood-
hearing’.)

“Yes, yes, I'm sorry. I didn’t realise I was breaking a rule.”
said Stockdale, rather sorrowfully and low compared to
his usual tone of voice.

“Don’t worry. After all, the border’s there for a reason.
Don’t want any more missing people.” said the reverend,
calming the conflict, as ever.

Tarek, taking a risky move, poked his head up over the
windowsill, to peek inside the room.

“Ah, okay. T'll rewrite the scrolls a bit.” said... the
reverend?

Tarek quickly ducked back down again, not quite having
processed the information.

“What did they say? I can’t hear through the wall so
well.” said Kalivas.

“Well, Stockdale apologised for going over the border-"
“Going over the border? Well he’s going to get an eye out
if I know the rev like I think I do!” said Kalivas, raising

and then lowering his voice as he became aware of the
conversation inside.
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“And then old rev accepted his apology, and said the
borders were there for a reason, and then he said he'd...
rewrite the scrolls a bit.”

“Wait. So the reverend said he’d rewrite the scrolls, and
also...” said Kalivas, pausing for a second. “Tarek, look
over the windowsill again.”

Tarek did so, duly and with great enthusiasm.

“And here it says - Ducc said the head raker shall have
permission to venture beyond the borders, for purposes
of exploration and scientific endeavour.” said the
reverend, and this time it was definitely the reverend.
Not that it mattered, because there was clearly the sound
of quill pens scratching the parchment, and it looked like
some-

“Who’s there?”

Tarek ducked down, and ducked down with force, almost
hitting his head into the earthy sand below.

“What happened?” asked Kalivas.
“Who’s there?” said Stockdale.
“What happened?” asked Kalivas, now a lot quieter.

“Stockdale rewrote the Ducc scripts!”
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“No way! Actually, hold on - no way? That’s the extent of
my anger? But I'm feeling the will to throw myself
through this window and give him a piece of my mind!
Why is he doing this?”

Tarek looked incredulous, he’d never seen Kalivas so
angry before. “I wouldn’t recommend that.” he said,
trying to ease the mood.

He laughed, still somehow angrily. “No, of course. But I
know that he’s done things like this before. Changing
festival times. Creating more festivals. Lumping festivals
together into these energy sapping super-festivals! But
he’s never tampered with the laws. I see that as a step
too far.”

“Should we confront them?”

Kalivas put his hand on the windowsill, tentatively,
wondering if he should go in now and get it over with.
Slowly retracting the hand, he despondently said, “No,
bide our time. It’s not like we have a finite amount of
time here. Actually, I know what. Let’s get friendly with
Stockdale and Williams at the feast tonight, and then we
can hopefully coax the truth out of them with some
drink.”

“Drugging our respected elders? Sounds great.”
“Well, they’re not really my elders...”

He paused. “It’s a plan, anyway.”
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“Oh, and about your lesson. Consider tonight a lesson in
social dynamics, and the effects of alcohol on the human
body.”

The door on the other side of the house could be heard
closing, ever so quietly, as if the person who closed it
wanted to not be heard. Tarek’s mind was racing with
ideas about the feast tonight, and continued to produce
inane, self-affirming thoughts about Stockdale and
Williams.

“Okay then. Well, I'll see you later.”

“T'll stay here and... check up on them.”

“Okay”

“Bye.”

Tarek was not the best at ending conversations.
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V - Feast

“Hi there, Tarek,” said Nirav, fixing the hall door open
with a small wooden block under it, “You ready for some
serious chulking?”

“Huh-:)”

“It's when you eat copious amount of rich and dense
foods. It’s cutting - but also bulking.” said Nirav, wielding
some rather unwieldy cake.

“And then what?”

“Does there have to be a what? Come on, we’ve prepared
cakes in the shape of duccs!”

“Isn’t there a rule about making icons of Ducc?”

“Not any more, Stockdale told us it was actually a rule
added in by Wren to stop us from celebrating Ducc
festivals to their fullest extent. Plus, it tastes-” he
stopped, to put some cake in his mouth, “Exactly like
you’d expect!”

“How did you expect it to taste?”

“Like Ducc.” said Nirav, eating some more. “It just tastes
good, that’s all.”

“Can I have some?”
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“Yeah.” said Nirav, and Tarek reached out for some.
“I think you'll find the cake table is over there, Tarek.”

Tarek walked over to the cake table, and took a hefty
slice out of one of the cakes. At the same time he got
hold of the knife, a familiar figure appeared on the other
side of the table, out of the shadow casted by the
windows at the top of the hall.

“Hello, Tarek! How are you?” said Stockdale, in an even
more pleasant tone than his usual one. “Let me cut it for
you.” He took the knife out of Tarek’s hands, and Tarek
became quite frightened of him all of a sudden, as he
had seen how he could distort the strongest of ducc
scripts - there was no telling what he would do to Tarek
with an actual weapon. Maybe he was no good with
weapons, and instead had adopted the pen as his sword,
and was ready to cross him out of the town as soon as he
found out that he had been snooping, and had learned of
his tampering.

“Er... Tarek,” said Stockdale, waving the hand with the
knife in it to try and get Tarek’s attention, who was
staring past Stockdale, thinking the above paragraph
over and over in his head. Stockdale continued, “How
big of a slice do you want?”

The sun reflected off the knife into Tarek’s eyes, and he

moved sideways, before Stockdale lowered the knife
once more, having fully regained Tarek’s attention.
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“Uh, I'll have a big slice please.”

Stockdale hovered his knife above the ducc cake. Tarek,
who thought he was trying to find him a bit with more
sugar on the top, decided to try and conjure up some
small talk.

“So, how have you been? Is the new border all set?”

Stockdale looked up, and rotated his knife inwards, to
give Tarek a measly slice, and then looked down again,
pressing down gently to make sure Tarek’s slice didn’t
collapse. Halfway down, he thought there were too many
people waiting for the cake to be served, so the end was
rushed with a quick chop, ruining the presentation of an
otherwise perfect slice.

“The border is fine. And, there’s a rule that I found in the
old scripts that says the head raker can go outside the
border. It says they can only do so for the purposes of
science and exploration. Reverend Williams and I looked
for it earlier.”

Stockdale handed Tarek his slice of cake with a single
glare that made him feel like he did when a hundred
people were looking at him, as if his feet were in
quicksand or tar, unable to move but sinking helplessly at
the same time.

“Tarek, do you think it’s any good?” shouted Nirav, from
across the room. “Does it taste of duck?” he continued,
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laughing. Tarek walked over to the other side of the
room, his plate of cake being elbowed by people sitting
on benches getting up to serve themselves more food.

“Oh yeah, well, not that we’ve ever had duck, but yeah, I
guess that’s what it would taste like. Sweet, and with a
hint of... sweet, I guess.”

“I made it pretty much all myself. 'm just trying to get
everyone to try it, but I do need to keep some to chulk,
of course.”

“It’'s good. Loads of people have some. I can see Kalivas
going up for a second helping.”

“That’s second since you came in. I've been here for ages
and he’s been back nine times. And he was here when I
walked in, so...”

Tarek and Nirav laughed. Tarek then remembered his
lesson that he was supposed to have, and that he needed
to speak to Kalivas in order to hatch an alcohol-infused

plan.

“I've got to go and talk to Kalivas for a bit now,
something about my lessons.”

“What did he say to you?”

“It’s about Stockdale.”
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“What about him?” asked Nirav, drawing a bit closer, but
keeping his cake at the same distance.

“Okay, you have to promise not to tell anyone I told you
this, but Stockdale crossed the border and then wrote
down a new rule in the ancient scrolls that lets him go
outside the border.”

“No way!”
“I know, right? He changed the scripture! Just like that.”

Tarek tried to click his fingers, but failed to do so and
almost lost control of his plate of cake; Nirav seemed
more worried about the cake hitting the floor than Tarek
(the current guardian of the cake) was. Both of them
were silent for a good deal of time longer than they both
thought was appropriate for a moment of re-evaluation,
even of this magnitude.

“It’s crazy. Well, see you in a bit, when you've had time
to... process that.” said Tarek.

Tarek walked towards Kalivas, and then decided to take
the longer, but less risky and congested route, around the
benches and the food tables set up along the side of the
hall. He was about to reach Kalivas and squeeze through
the gap in the cake table and the meat table to be able to
talk to him, but then Stockdale looked up from serving
his nth slice of cake.
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“Tarek, you can’t be on this side of the buffet. You've got
to go round. The queue system would be in shambles if
we just let people go wherever they wanted.” said
Stockdale, in a manner stern enough to make Kalivas
turn around.

“Oh, don’t worry, he’s here to talk to me about a lesson.”
“Very well then.”

“Come on, Tarek, I'll speak to you at the end of the hall
once I've finished getting some things to eat.”

Tarek walked past Stockdale, and he could have sworn
he felt the sharp edge of the knife trail across his back as
he walked past. Probably the blunt side, Tarek thought,
as cutting someone for violating queue order felt a little
bit overboard.

Kalivas was now at the end of the hall, and waved to
Tarek through a sea of food and appendages grabbing at
whatever was still left on the tables. He had to fight his
way through the queue system, no longer caring of the
glare that Stockdale was presumably throwing at him. As
he looked round, he saw Stockdale turn away from him,
and begin to smile as he served the other people cake.
Their slices were much bigger, and given the massive
quantity of cake, much more sensibly portioned.

“Tarek,” said Kalivas, “we need to try and get Stockdale

and Williams to drink now, and quick. It looks like the
remaining reserves are being put down fairly quickly. Oh,
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look, over there. That’s Boris, he makes strong alcohol.
Let’s see if he’s brought any of his private supply.”

Boris, it seemed, had brought his aforementioned private
supply, and was currently lying face down in a puddle of
it, which had already been in and then out of his system,
one way or another. Hopefully, whatever Tarek could
scrounge from the bottles would be enough to mix with
other drinks in order for it not to taste too acidic, so they
could get the allegedly teetotal reverend tipsy.

“I think he’s got a bottle in his coat.”

“I'll check.” said Kalivas, kneeling down, rummaging
around in Boris’s coat pockets. He soon procured an
infeasibly large bottle from one of the top pockets, and
nodded to Tarek. “Now, let me tell you a bit about
alcohol. I'm not a chemist-”

“Oh, you are.” said Tarek, knowing that Kalivas knew as
much about chemistry as the chemistry teachers.

“Well, regardless, alcohols are hydrocarbons. And the
part of the alcohol that gets you drunk is the ethanol,
and these individual molecules are so small that they can
get in-between neurotransmitters in your brain, and
interrupt the signals, causing interference, and a loss of
motor co-ordination.” Boris raised his head, mumbled,
then reached for the bottle, threw up, and collapsed, arm
outstretched, in the new pile of vomit.
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“As you can see,” Kalivas continued, “Boris here has had
far too much. As you shouldn’t know the feeling of being
drunk, T'll try and gauge how much the reverend and
Stockdale have had to drink, and keep them at the point
of psychological susceptibility. Then, I'll ask questions,
and hopefully, we’ll get the answers we want!”

“So, just how strong is this stuff?” asked Tarek?

“Let’s wait and see. I'll mix it with some water so it tastes
less... melt-your-tongue-y.”

Kalivas mixed the contents of the bottle with some water,
and shook the bottle to mix it, creating a white foam
which looked rather unsavoury. He took the bottle over
to the table where both Stockdale and the reverend were
sitting, talking away to their far more inebriated guests.

“Hi guys! Why don’t we have a toast to Ducc with this
stuff? It’s quite good. Just drink it nice and quick.” said
Kalivas, going round the table, pouring a small amount
of the liquid into each cup he saw. “Alright, Stockdale?
You want some?”

“Not really.”

“It’s for Ducc.”

“Oh, alright then. I love Ducc so much, so why not?”

“And Reverend Williams? Will you have any?”
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“Oh, no, I couldn’t.”
“Go on, just one, for Ducc.”

A long pause followed, far too long to be a pause that
would end in anything other than no.

“One.”

“Great! Here you go!” Kalivas said, pouring some into
the reverend’s cup, fully expecting this to be the first of
many drinks he would have ‘in the name of Ducc
tonight.

“Smells quite odd. Oh, er... the toast! To Ducc, and
everything he has brought us!”

His drunken congregation followed, slurring the line
back to him in a weary echo, and they all drank. Several
cries of disgust and pain were shouted from some of the
diners, who writhed in agony as the aftertaste of the
drink hit them like a brick wall made of bricks that were
made of pure acid. The first head made contact with the
table, rattling the plates and cutlery that were near it.
Then followed another two, and Stockdale looked
around with a greatly panicked look on his face. The
reverend hit the table as well, and Stockdale looked
around the room, in search of water, and then he ran out
of the hall, shouting as he went.

37



“Boris!” shouted Kalivas, running over to Boris’s body,
(corpse might have been a more appropriate word for
this point in time) “What the hell even is this stuff?”

“Why didn’t we try it first?” asked Tarek.

“Me? Drink this guy’s weird concoctions? I mean, I'm not
a big fan of alcohol to start with, but this is too far.” said
Kalivas, turning to Boris’s face. He then shouted, “Boris!
Can you hear me?”

Boris replied with a noise, not quite discernible to the
human ear, but still a noise that Kalivas took as a sign of
consciousness, and therefore conscious decision making.

“Make that noise once for yes, twice for no, was the stuff
in that bottle safe to drink?”

Boris made a noise, followed by a long pause.
“Oh, good, it’s safe, it’s just horrible.”
Boris made another two noises.

“W- what does that mean?” shouted Kalivas, reaching for
the scruff of Boris’s coat, and then lurching back as he
realised it was covered in a horrible mixture of his
concoctions in various states of digestion. “BORIS!” Boris
somehow slumped even further, despite the fact he was
already lying face down, flat on the floor. Kalivas
continued shouting, “What does it mean?”
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Tarek looked back at the table, and every single one of
the heads was slumped down onto the table, just like
Boris. No good would come from this, no possible spin
could be put on this to make it look any less like an
attempted mass poisoning. Maybe they’d forget it due to
alcohol induced amnesia, or maybe the hangover
headache would be so bad they wouldn’t care for
retribution, only painkillers.

“Goodnight, Doctor Kalivas,” said Tarek, leaving the hall
and panicking intensely, still thinking about the
retribution that the elders of the town could exact upon
him.

Walking outside, the sun was almost completely down,
and the dunes surrounding the town created a wall-like
look to the border, which made Tarek feel much worse
about the whole Stockdale border situation. However, he
spied Stockdale, drinking from a well in the town square,
trying to rid his mouth of the taste of whatever
substances Boris had put in the drink. They didn’t seem
to be going away, either. He hid behind the door of the
hall as Stockdale turned around, and began walking back
towards his house, and as he decided he was going to
follow Stockdale, he heard Kalivas fall over and hit the
floor behind him.

“I just had a sniff to see what it was like. I'm pretty sure
this stuff is like chloroform or something, and we fed the
town elders shots of it.” said Kalivas, with his face
pressed against the floor, slurring his words even more
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than they would have been slurred due to his exposure
to the drink.

“I'm going to follow Stockdale and see where he goes.
Even if he crosses the border, I'll follow him.”

Kalivas made a noise similar to Boris’s, probably in
response to Tarek.

“Okay, I'll see you later.”

Kalivas made another noise, and slumped ever further,
almost as if he was phasing through the floor. Tarek
walked out of the hall once more, seeing the hanging fire
that had been lit to signify the end of the festival. He was
soon followed by a horde of inebriated partygoers, who
slurred their way out of the hall in the least organised
way possible, presumably to find refuge in their own
homes, or in some cases, a soft enough pile of sand
outside. Stockdale was just exiting the visible area that
was properly lit by the fire, so Tarek decided to try and
follow him back to his house once more. Yet, Stockdale
did not stop at his house, merely picking up the rake
leaned up against the side of it.

Tarek stayed well back from the rake bearing figure,
which melted in and out of the darkness as the rising
moon was obscured and then revealed by passing clouds.
The steps the both made in the sand were completely
silent, and as the soft sand beneath their feet became
harder to step through, Stockdale slowed down, and
Tarek slowed down as well to keep his distance.

40



As the xeriscape became the sloped, featureless face of a
dune, Tarek continued following Stockdale, only one
thing on his mind. To kick this clear falsifier out, and
make Ducc great again. He would personally
(presumably with the help of Kalivas) go through the
ancient scrolls and correct any corrections that Stockdale
had made over his time as leader. Who knew what other
traditions he had changed or added? Only the reverend,
and due to his current unconscious state, he wasn’t going
to be the best source of information for Tarek right now.

As Tarek approached the top of the dune, he looked
down at the border, who’s ridged shadow he could just
barely discern in the moonlight. That had been the
limiting factor of his whole life, and he had just crossed
it without realising it. Tarek felt tense. He felt a wave of
emotions wash over him, freedom, yet nervousness.
Surely, a small crime against the holy border of Ducc was
a small price to pay for restoring order to the town, he
thought, mind still racing.

The top of the dune was everything he had ever thought
it would be. A beautiful view of a town, and the nucleus
was clearly visible, even from this height. The fire in the
town square lit the paths in a pattern that reminded him
of all the festivals of light he had attended, and all the
bonfires he had helped build. And yet this action, one
which broke the laws of the ancient scrolls, would show
his reverence to Ducc far more than any of the traditions
he thought were the only way to celebrate Ducc. And
Tarek was truly happy in that moment.
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Stockdale had reached the bottom of the dune after
sliding down the side, in a way that was so skilful it
looked like he had practiced hundreds of times - which
he probably had done. Tarek thought tripping and falling
down the dune was a bad way to reveal himself to
someone he was illegally following, so he made his way
down as he would normally, shoes covered in sand with
every semi-leaping step.

Stockdale walked on, and dropped his rake at the base of
the slope, leaving it to be buried by the sand carried by
the light winds which were sweeping a gentle dusting of
sand over everything not shielded by a dune.

Tarek walked, following Stockdale for at least half an
hour, walking in no discernible direction. The moon was
unmoving, and as silent as both of them, looming over
them, illuminating them via reflection of the sun’s rays
(one of Ullathorne’s teachings) and leading Tarek, the
hopeful prosecutor to follow his prosecutee. He watched
the moon in front of them as Stockdale led him,
unawares, to wherever he was going.

A solitary cloud drifted over the moon, diffusing the light
so much Tarek could not see Stockdale any more, and
once it had passed, Stockdale had vanished. Tarek,
undoubtedly, was lost.
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VI - Lost

Apparently, the ancient Ones wandered in the desert,
being led by Ducc to the site of the Oasis, where they
had built the caves in order to store their scrolls, which
contained the teachings of Ducc. They had worked for
many hours, both when they were walking, and when
they were digging, but alas, all this work was to be
thrown away when Wren came along, destroying the
caves and many of the scrolls in the process. Only one of
the scrolls still remained in the town, and the rest were
likely to be buried underground in some collapsed cave,
somewhere in this seemingly infinite desert in which
Tarek was now inexorably, utterly lost.

There were no stars in the sky, and only the vague blur of
the moon behind the clouds to illuminate his
surroundings. If there were stars, it wouldn’t have
mattered, because Tarek had never learned how to
navigate by the stars, and no one, not even Kalivas, knew
how to navigate by the stars, because they did not need
to, they were never required to leave their bubble, and
only needed to remember to find their way back to the
fire in the town square, which was the only bright non-
celestial object most nights.

The sand began to pick up once more and collide with
his legs, which made him increase the height of each
step he took. He was acutely aware of every sense,
despite the lack of stimulation for each one. The world
was two equally dark halves, pierced only by a blurry
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moon, the world was silent, except for the rattle of sand
along the floor, the world smelt and tasted of nothing,
except the tepid air, seemingly without temperature, and
the world felt of only the vaguely numbing pain of sand
grains being carried into his legs.

A distinct lack of feeling spread from his legs, up through
his body, and then to his head, as if he had become
thoroughly disconnected from reality. And to an extent,
he had. His reality was the circle, his group of friends,
his teachers, the teachings they had made him study,
everything he knew existed had existed inside that circle,
and for all intents and purposes, there was no reason to
leave that circle. Many generations of people had lived
and died in Dryden knowing nothing of the world
beyond them, and because asking questions about their
boundaries was beyond their boundaries, so they stayed
there, lifeless and hopeless, but unquestionably content.

He now understood there was solid ground outside the
circle, but not much else had shown itself to prove that
the circle really was not the end of reality. Clearly, the
fact that Stockdale came from Wren implied that there
was more out there, but no one had actually checked,
because it was assumed that it wasn’t worth checking
out.

The vacuous thoughts of nothing replaced the empty but
happy feeling of boredom he had experienced before,
and this was... different. Not better, or worse. Just
different.
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But it was a bit cold.

And maybe that was good, seeing that the temperature
highs and lows of Dryden were almost the same, and the
nights and days had roughly the same temperature.
Maybe feeling the cold would prove himself to Ducc.

Up in the sky, above the desert, Ducc waited silently, not
giving Tarek a sign, or a message, or anything. He
walked and waited for a sign.

He continued walking for quite some time when his foot
struck a solid object. Checking around the area, he felt
the object, half-buried in the sand, and it felt malleable
and almost familiar. Placing the object up towards the
moonlight showed an unquestionable silhouette of a
ducc. And not just any old duck, but a ducc. A
(presumably yellow) relic of a ducc. There were many
mentions of these in the ancient scrolls, and some of the
replicas of these duccs were strewn about the homes of
almost everyone in the town. Their beaks were red,
sometimes smeared, or chipped, and their eyes were
often misplaced, sometimes all the way over on the
backs of their heads, and they held their most valuable
possession, squeakers.

The squeaker was an object that was placed in the base
of a ducc figure to turn it from a simple relic into a utility
tool. None of the duccs around the homes of people had
squeakers, for they were too hard to produce. When a
ducc with a squeaker was squeezed, the resonant tone
brought forth by the wind going through the squeaker
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would call upon Ducc himself, and he would aid the
person with the squeaker to safety. The squeakers were
incredibly precisely tuned, and it said only the steady
hand of the ancient ones could produce squeakers with
such tone.

However, they came at a cost. The tones they sent out
also drew the attention of dark forces, if they were
played loud enough. They were said to disturb the dark
forces of Wren, and the squeaking noises drew their
attention to the caves, after the ancient ones relied too
heavily on Ducc for help while building them. They
believed in Ducc so much they did not believe in their
own power, invested in them by Ducc himself.

This ducc was a ‘virgin’ ducc, one with an original
squeaker still firmly in place, ready to call upon Ducc
with a single squeak. Ducc would rescue him from his
situation, and guide him back home, as he couldn’t be
more than two hours walk away from his town by now,
even if he had walked in the wrong direction since he
lost Stockdale.

Tarek squeezed the ducc, strong and hard, like he was
taught to do in his lessons.

But nobody came.
Slowly falling to his knees, he grew tired of walking, and

decided to sleep, as the wind slowed down, as if to let
the sand rest for the night.
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VII - Found

“Look! Look! A corpse! Wonder if it’s from Wren...”

“There’s no chance. Wren hasn’t sent any missionaries
out in years. It’s probably an escaped Drydenite.”

They both laughed, and continued walking towards
Tarek, still very much fast asleep, and surprisingly
enough, not buried in sand.

“Well, you know that Drydenites can’t leave their circle.”
“Yeah... I've heard rumours of that. Why is that?”

“A Wrenite missionary went there and started changing
their laws, making them docile and fat so they wouldn’t
pose a threat against Wren if they wanted to take over
some of the kingdoms.”

“Why not do it by force? Dryden is the least imposing
kingdom I've ever heard of. They don’t even have a
king.”

“Publicity move. It’s so they can brand themselves as a
kingdom whose ideologies are so good people just
submit to them without any force.”

“Sounds like a good idea.”

“Absolutely. Couldn’t have thought of a better one.”
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“So what about this corpse over here? Do you want to
bet to see if it’s a Drydenite? 5 niocs says it is.”

“Deal.”

Tarek woke up as some sand blew into his face from a
light breeze, and stood up, looking over the horizon for
some trace of a dune, which would presumably lead him
back to Dryden.

One of the people was getting their 5 niocs ready, when
they saw Tarek rise from the ground and begin walking
in the opposite direction. They shouted, “Wait!”

Tarek turned around, hoping that the voice was
Stockdale’s, ready to admit all his secrets to Tarek, and
then lead him back to Dryden where he would be
imprisoned, and then Tarek would become the head
raker, and stay inside the border, but expand it so much
he needed 10 junior rakers to aid him each day as he re-
raked it.

“Hey, you there! Are you okay? Can you understand
me?”

Tarek thought they must be Wrenites and therefore were
going to take him back to Wren and torture him, perhaps
doing what they had done to the ancient ones - it was

best not to think about, in order to improve his morale.

“We’re not going to hurt you. We’re from College.”
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“College? There’s no kingdom with that name.” Tarek
said, assertively, and confident in his assertiveness. “You
are agents of Wren, do not try and fool me. I have the
power of Ducc on my side.”

“Ducc? Okay buddy, sure, just come with us. We’ll get
you back wherever you came from.”

“I've come from Dry-” Tarek stopped as he thought they
could use this against him and should probably try and
reveal as little information about himself as possible.
“Did you say Dryden?” asked one of them.

The other one laughed, “Oh, that’s an easy 5 niocs. Nice
one.” he said, continuing to laugh and gesturing to the
first one, demanding his 5 niocs. Tarek refused to nod or
shake his head.

“Excuse me, are you from Dryden?”

“I can’t say.”

The first one whispered to the other one.

“Come on,” he said “Come with us. We won’t hurt you.”

“No'”

“Well... hey, what’s that you’re holding?”
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“It’s a ducc.”

“Well yes, it is a little yellow plastic duck.”
“No, it’s a ducc.”

“What’s the difference?”

“The religious iconography in this ‘little yellow plastic
duck’ as you put it, is so immeasurable you could not
understand it. Only Drydenites, Ducc’s chosen people,
can understand this.”

“So you are a Drydenite?” one of them asked.
“No. I was just using that as an example.”

A long pause followed, which was something that Tarek
hated, despite the fact he created so many of them he
should have been very accustomed to them, and how to
end them swiftly.

“Look, just come with us, you weirdo. We swear to Ducc
nothing bad will happen. You can keep your ducc with
you, too. Just come with us. You're going to die out here
if you don’t find your way back home.”

As much as Tarek hated the idea of going to Wren, he
thought it would be better than guaranteed slow and
painful death, and going down with a fight in Wren was
probably a better sacrifice to Ducc than starvation.
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Tarek spoke up as he began to follow the two, “So what’s
Wren like?”

“We don’t know. We’ve never been there.”

“Oh. But then where do you come from?”

“As 1 said, College.”

“So there’s more than Wren and Dryden?”

“Oh yeah, there are eight more that you don’t know.”
“Eight?”

“Yes, there are eight more kingdoms. And a whole host
of other places too, but only eleven registered, proper
kingdoms. I mean, not that Dryden is a kingdom
anymore, but you’d know why that went bad, right?”

“Okay, two questions.” said Tarek, “One, why are there
only eleven kingdoms, and two, Dryden has always been
this way since its founding.”

“One,” one said, “there used to be twelve, but due to
their monarchs inbreeding so much, they both essentially
became one kingdom of mutants, and then they both
collapsed. Due to the land becoming cheap where they
used to be, market forces made sure there was another
kingdom, because there was demand. And supply
followed demand, and so the eleventh kingdom was
made. That’s Milne.”
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“I don’t believe you.” said Tarek.

“What else do you have to prove otherwise?”
“I've never seen it with my own eyes.”

“So if you see it, you’ll believe it?”

“Sure.”

“Have you seen Ducc?” one of them asked, with a smug
aura.

Tarek didn’t really know how to answer a question of
such magnitude, and decided to keep quiet. The two of
them resumed conversation after a while, and they
talked to themselves for the whole way back to the city
they came from, and Tarek trailed behind further and
further, as there wasn’t any chance of the sun being
blotted out so he would lose his new ‘guides’.

On the horizon, Tarek could see a large, brown and
white smudge with tall towers that stuck out far above,
and even with little to no detail, he could feel the scale
of the city and how it compared to Dryden. Perhaps they
had a circle, too, but it was so big he was currently
standing in it, and therefore the two people, still chatting
away to one another, were not breaking their own laws.
Perhaps their circle went fully around Dryden’s circle,
and he had lived his whole life in an enclave of Wren. It
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truly was an embarrassment that the border wasn’t
bigger, he thought.

Once they had reached the outskirts of the city, the
buildings were similar to the ones in Dryden, but he
could see towers that were at least ten times as tall in
the distance, that seemed precariously balanced and
could fall over if a child was allowed to wander to the
top floor. The size of the buildings made the Dryden hall
feel insignificant, and that Ducc hadn’t taught his chosen
people how to build more than a single floor.

The sign at the inner city wall read, ‘Welcome to the
Democratic Walled City of College. Enjoy your stay.’

“I've always wondered why we say to have an enjoyable
stay, but we've got this giant spiky wall to keep Wrenites
out.” said one of them.

“Wait, so you hate Wrenites too?” said Tarek, “Why
didn’t you say earlier?”

“I would have, but you would have dismissed it as
pretending to hate Wren, and so I was therefore a
Wrenite and going to kill you for taking that duck
around with you.” he responded.

“It’s ducc.” Tarek said, angrily, but also relieved he wasn’t
in Wren, but also annoyed he wasn’t in Dryden either.

“Well then, let’s get you to the immigration office and see
if we can find you a place to stay.” said the same one,
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and Tarek now realised he should have found a way to
tell them apart ages ago. He would call this one, ‘Helmet’
and the other one ‘Sword’.

“Oh, by the way, my name’s Joe.” said Helmet Joe, just as
Tarek had firmly implanted the name ‘Helmet’ into his
head. The last thing he needed now was for Sword to
introduce himself as-

“Yeah, my name’s Sword.” said Swerd Sword?

“I knew that already.” said Tarek, not really properly
processing the coincidence.

“Well, my name’s actually... ah, it doesn’t matter.
Everyone calls me Sword because I carry a sword
around.”

Helmet Joe approached him and whispered in his ear,
“I's actually s-word, but he thinks we mean sword
because he doesn’t really understand pronunciation. Or
hyphens, for that matter.”

Joe looked back over to Sword and said, “Don’t worry, I
was just telling him about where the immigration office
is. I'll take him there. Oh, you’ll need to fill out some
papers there, even if you're not staying.”

Tarek followed Joe to the office, and there, he was
greeted with an old lady, clearly fed up with having to
deal with the public and projecting her hatred for all
living matter to the eight corners of the room.
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“Have you given him the forms, Joe?” she said.
“You've got copies, right?”

She sighed, and got out of her chair, following the only
path she could take between the piles of wooden tables
and metal boxes containing virtually every kind of file
and document anyone could ever want, and it just so
happened that those particular forms they needed were
in a hard to reach area. She sighed more, looking at Joe
and Tarek with a stare that made them feel guilty for her
own poor organisational skills, while climbing up a
wooden ladder she had slowly dragged over from the
other side of the room. Another person watched her from
a corner, stacking these boxes, presumably in order to
find something.

“They don’t pay me much.” she said, as an unrelated side
note she mentioned only to gain more pity from her
onlookers. “It’s barely enough to cover my living
expenses.” She handed the documents over the counter,
and Joe handed Tarek a metal pen and some ink to begin
writing. The other person behind the counter took a rope
out of a box and began climbing up a ladder.

The old lady coughed. “Could you please use one of our
quill pens? The metal ones are very expensive, and if you
break them it comes out of my pocket.” she said, in a
very matter of fact tone.
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Tarek filled out the form, and in the space that asked him
to fill out his kingdom of origin, he had put Dryden.

“Dryden? Excuse me, you've filled this form out wrong.
This man doesn’t know where he came from. We can’t
give you a bed if you don’t know where you came from.”
said the lady, thoroughly unaware of the person trying to
catch the rope on one of the rafters. Eventually, he
landed the shot, and began to tie up the other end in a
complex knot.

“I am from Dryden.” he said, unwavering against the
steely stare of the lady.

“Are you sure? We haven’t had a single Drydenite apply
for a form in almost twenty years.” she replied.

Joe stepped forwards, and said “Oh, we found him in the
desert face down, probably asleep. Definitely a
Drydenite.”

“Asleep in the sand? Face down? Sounds like we either
have a drunk or a mental case on our hands.” said the
lady.

“No, he’s not a drunk. But, you see that little yellow duck
he’s holding - he thinks it’s a religious thing. Obsessed
with it.” said Joe.

“Oh, those ducks. I used to know someone who worked

at the factory where they made those. He said they had
made loads of defective ones with badly coloured paint
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and eyes on the backs of their heads. They just dumped
them outside the city.” She paused waiting for Tarek to
take this information in. "The wind must have carried
them to Dryden or something.”

She had just stamped on the very core components of
Tarek’s existence and was now in the process of
smashing up the individual pieces into fine dust.
However, during this metaphorical destruction, she was
throughly unaware of the person threading their head
through the rope.

The lady, who could see the shock on Tarek’s face,
continued “Oh, and those ducks are just plastic replicas
of real ducks. Have you ever seen a real duck? Have
you?” She paused for a second, revelling in the his
continued disbelief. Joe realised this, and stopped trying
to think of stories that would remove the thin facade of
Ducc, instead trying to preserve what self-belief Tarek
had and thinking of excuses to move him out. “Now that
I've had a second to think about it, which apparently is a
second more than you've had, what are you doing
worshipping a duck anyway? It’s just plain odd. I just
don’t understand Drydenites. Never have, never will.
Anyway, go home and tell all your village friends,
because you can’t stay here.”

“Excuse me,” said Joe, “Why can’t he stay here?”
“I control who stays here and who doesn’t. It’s my job,

and it doesn’t matter how much I hate it, it is my
authority.”
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“Fine then,” he continued, “I'll take him home.”

Joe looked around, and Tarek had already ran out of the
door, and was presumably trying to run back into the
desert. Joe ran after him, and shouted, running in-
between stalls of food, “You’ll need a map!”

Tarek came to a halt, walked back to Joe, took the map,
and said thanks in a quick, but heartfelt manner, and
departed, running once more.

Ducc still never came, not for Tarek, and especially not
the person who had just jumped off the ladder, and very
shortly after, hit the ground with a resounding thud. He
shouted in despair, and the woman told him sternly to
keep it down so she could fill out some forms.
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VIII - Back

Tarek followed the route on the map, noting the various
rocks and points of ‘interest’ that would be used to fix his
trajectory, and the contours of the dunes in the distance,
behind any one of which Dryden could be nestled
behind. The thought of incriminating Stockdale and
finding out the true story behind their religion kept him
motivated to keep moving, and as day turned to evening,
he began to walk slower and slower, but still determined
not to stop. His mind turned to thoughts of the wider
world, of the eleven kingdoms, and the possibilities of
him being able to visit them all. He then thought of all of
the people whose entire lives would be shattered as his
was, but their shattering would be much more traumatic,
as one minute they would be praising Ducc and thanking
Stockdale, and the next they would be -crucifying
Stockdale and roaming outside the borders.

They would not have been subject to the gradual process
of wearing down their faith in Ducc that he had been
subjected to, but instead have their whole world turned
upside down almost instantaneously. He had had the
luck to see Stockdale manipulating the scripts of Ducc,
which Wrenites had created to quell Dryden. Ducc wasn’t
the force that helped the ancient ones build the cave.
There were no ancient ones, there was no cave, there
was nothing that he had ever seen that indicated the
existence of anything he had been told of.
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If Ducc had existed, and was all-powerful, where was he
when his ancestors were slaughtered by the Wrenites,
where was he when a scuffle broke out between two
people in the streets of Dryden, and where was he when
Stockdale had crossed the border? He was nowhere. And
it was becoming clear to Tarek that Stockdale intended
to use his power over Dryden to subdue it and rid it of its
former glory, while telling everyone inside the tiny
border that it was being restored, and that Dryden would
be a glorious, Ducc-worshipping nation once more.

The dune that signified the border of Dryden came closer
as he picked up his stride, using every ounce of his
energy to try and nip Stockdale’s power grabbing in the
bud as soon as possible, before it blossomed into
something more sinister. The slope drained his energy, as
stepping up the steep, slippery sands back into the town
was a more daunting task than facing up to Stockdale
himself. As the sun went down over the dune on the
other side of the town, the sleepy Dryden was... wide
awake?

Directly in the centre of the town, in lieu of the fire that
lit only the square near the hall, it seemed there was a
festival taking place, that lit up the long path that led
from the town hall to Stockdale’s plot of land, and round
the back of his house. A procession of dots marched
down this path as he ran down the other side of the
slope, making sure to not trip and fall. The last thing he
needed when confronting an entire town was to have a
limp, or sand over his face.
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The procession became louder and brighter as he
approached it, and soon, the subject of the ceremony
was apparent - Stockdale, perched upon a sedan, was
being carried by four people down the path, which was
lit by fires and decorated by crops. Figures of Stockdale
and Ducc created a pathway for the procession to move
down, and as he drew closer, the final destination of the
path became clear. Stockdale’s house, which was lit up
and decorated with decorations that made the house
seem more like a pile of decorations with a house-shaped
lump beneath it.

This was unacceptable - he was gone for one day, and
the residents of Dryden had let Stockdale ruin their
social order? Well, he thought, for all they know, and for
all T knew until recently, Stockdale is basically Ducc
himself, and deserves as much praise as him, as he keeps
us all going with his crops.

In all honesty, Stockdale wasn’t that bad, as he supported
the town, and kept the pipelines running, as well as
generally doing most of the jobs the residents would
have had to do, and for that, he was at least partially
grateful for. Maybe it was best to leave them in silent
ignorance?

But, he heard a voice.
“Hey, Tarek! Where have you been?” shouted Kalivas.

“Oh, at home. I was ill.” he said, moving closer, trying to
hide his breathlessness.
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“I checked at your house, and you weren’t in. You didn’t
come to the post-feast feast either. Well, I can’t blame
you for that, neither did 1.” said Kalivas, lowering his
voice and laughing.

“Look, I want to tell you something very important.” he
said, gesturing for them to hide behind the very same
wall that they had used to spy on Stockdale the first
time. “It’s about the border.”

“What?”

“Well,” he said, checking over his shoulders to make sure
no one was listening, or even had the vague notion that
the two people who basically poisoned the town leaders
were anywhere near each other, “I went over the border
to follow Stockdale, as I told you I would.”

“I don’t remember you saying that.”

“You were drunk.”

“I didn’t drink!” said Kalivas, “Maybe it was that stuff
Boris had?”

“You sniffed it to test it, and fainted. So you weren’t
drunk, you were more...”

“Drugged.”
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“Yeah, that’s a better word.” he said, “But I followed him
and got lost.”

“So you spent a whole day getting back?”
“Not quite, I went to another kingdom first.”
“Kingdom? What’s that?”

“There are eleven of these kingdoms, Dryden is one of
them. Stockdale has manipulated us to become docile
and is planning to take over Dryden so that Wren can
expand their kingdom without fear of resistance. And, I
visited one of the other kingdoms, College. You should
go there, it looks really advanced compared to here. All
you have to do is fill in this form, and you can live
there.”

“Hold on a second, you've been to another place and
lived?”

“Well yes, but that’s besides the point. I'm really having
doubts about confronting Stockdale because of his
position of power.”

“Don’t worry, I'll do it for you. It'd be a massive waste if
he declared you an enemy of the kingdom and tried to

kill you.”

“An enemy? Of the kingdom?”
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“Well, he is the king now, or at least he’s going to be in
about a minute or two if the ceremony’s going to plan, so
he can make enemies of the state if he chooses to.”

“Oh, he’s definitely going do that. Absolutely.”

“Yeah, you should have seen his face as he drank his shot
of Boris’s drink. He had Boris hung earlier this evening.
He introduced his manifesto and basically hung him to
solidify his position. It’s... are you okay, Tarek?”

They stood in silence, and contemplated this hanging
while they peered round the corner at the ceremony
taking place. A crown of what looked like melted down
duccs was being placed on his head. The pause for
silence was one that Tarek was absolutely permitted to
take, as his life was possibly at stake here. A newly-
crowned, power-hungry tyrant that could kill him if the
mood took him so, against a single dissident who knew
of his web of lies, and could pull back the facade of ducc
to reveal a bare framework of social manipulation and
Wrenite power-hungriness.

“Hung? Actually hung, properly killed to death?” Tarek
said, with a sort of manic, half-laughing, half-panicking
laugh.

“Yep. I didn’t go and see it. Boris was a good friend of
mine before Stockdale took his position as head farmer,
and he was driven to drink, which was only compounded
by his love for chemistry.”
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“Wow, that’s...” he trailed off, watching the crown being
put on Stockdale’s head with a stare that would have
outstared the entire crowd gathered around Stockdale,
ready to shower him with confetti-esque shreds of fabric
and flowers which they had grown for this event in their
own gardens.

“'m going to have to leave for good. Perhaps that way,
Stockdale will think I got lost somewhere and died in the
desert, so he won'’t... go for me.”

“Yeah. Don’t worry, I won'’t tell Stockdale anything. I hate
him as much as you do, he’s prised a good friend of mine
away from me and made us all redundant and fat with
all these feast days and rest days. I get about twenty days
of teaching each year now, in-between all the festivals
and their respective pre-festival and post-festival
preparations and feasting.” said Kalivas, growing more
and more angry with each word.

“So what should I do?”

“You should go back to wherever you went, and tell them
about Stockdale. Try and get him shut down.”

“Okay. See you, Kalivas.”
Tarek left the wall, thinking only of how to get the
College people on his side, and how to escape from the

future tyranny of Stockdale. He was walking past the
ceremony, trying to stay well out of sight, and just as the
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crown was lowered onto Stockdale’s head, he saw Tarek
run off into the distance and saw him cross the border.

“This child has crossed the border! That makes him the
state enemy number two, after our friend Boris here! You
see what I did to Boris? That’s what’s going to happen to
you.” shouted Stockdale greeted by a cheer from the
onlookers. No one seemed to question him, even as he

shouted for them to ‘get him at any cost’.

Many of the strongest Drydenites went right after him,
chasing him up the steep slope of the dune, and they
stopped, just at the border, where Tarek was safe from
their reach. He slowed down, and kept climbing higher
as he watched them milling about.

“Okay, new rule, there is no border.” shouted Stockdale.

The faces on the chasers turned from one of confusion to
one of slight nervousness as they trod over the border,
hoping to find solid ground on the other side. As soon as
they did, the chase was back on, and Tarek continued to
run into the night, not stopping to check his map until he
was far out of the sight of any of the people who now
wanted him dead. He remembered catching a glimpse of
his own family members cheering on the chasers, as they
hunted him down, like dogs set upon a fox, a fox who
wanted to prove that the dogs’ social system was based
on lies and there was no such thing as the great bone in
the sky.
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As he kept running, he began to tire and he decided to
rest for the night, and as the winds calmed down, he laid
next to a large, concave rock that sheltered and hid him,

safe in the knowledge he would live at least one more
night.
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IX and a bit - Interlude

“Ah Kalivas, I've called you into my hall today to talk to
you about the event which occurred during the Ducc
feast, two days ago. As you know, I've already had Boris
hung for trying to poison me. And you, as far as I can
remember, were the one to give me the drink in the first
place.”

“That doesn’t matter, Kalivas, we’ve been through times
like this before. What does matter is that I need to know
where Tarek is. One of my informants says he saw you
duck behind the corner of my house to talk to Tarek.
What do you have to say about this?”

“Now now, there’s no reason to get anxious. Oh, guards,
come here please, swords nice and gleaming. Now there
is. Tell me where Tarek is or it’s pretty obvious what’s
going to happen to you.”

“In another kingdom? Well, Kalivas, we all know there’s
only Wren, and he certainly isn’t there. Therefore, I know
he’s not in another kingdom, despite what you've said.
And even though I insist you tell the truth, you keep
lying. Like you've always done.”

“Well, if you insist. Guards, ready your swords. It’s time
to go to Wren."
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IX - Forth

The next morning, he was still alive, which was priority
number one for him since Stockdale had suddenly gone
tyrannical to the extreme. The sun was shining from a
low angle directly into his cave rock, which blinded him
as he lifted his head, looking around for rabid Drydenites
that wanted nothing more than to return him for the
glory of the kingdom, not even expecting a reward in
return. Maybe there was a reward in it - but he thought
it wasn’t going to be the best use of his time to ponder
what his imprisonment and likely death would mean.

On the horizon, he saw College, now illuminated in the
warm, but not hot sun. The haze also distorted the tall
towers, making them seem even less stable than they
already seemed to him, and he could also see a dot,
moving closer towards him. The dot turned into a line,
and as he got to his feet, the dot became a line, and this
line was clearly running towards him with a lot of force.

He heard a muffled cry emanate from the line, “I'm lost!
Ducc help me, I'm lost!”

Tarek hid from the line, sitting back down and moving
further inside the rocks’ cave. The line called again,
drawing nearer.

“Why did I even leave Dryden? It’s not like Stockdale

was going to give me a reward. I hate Stockdale and
his... crew.”
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The line was talking to itself, presumably mad from
spending the night in an alien environment and getting
poor sleep, but the line also had a familiar voice. Nirav’s
voice. Tarek moved further back out the concave section,
hoping that Nirav would properly show his face before
he invited him over, and that he was sure he could
convince Nirav not to instantly turn him in to Dryden.
Nirav approached the cave and shouted, “Who are you? I
can’t see you properly.”

He drew closer, continuing, “Are you a Wrenite?”
Tarek thought it was finally time to bite the bullet and
show Nirav who he was, and so he walked out of the

rock fully, and said, “Hi, Nirav.”

“What are you doing out he- oh, of course. You're fleeing
to Wren.” said Nirav.

)

“'m not! I promise. Look, that place over there, it’s
College.”

“What’s a College?”

“It’s one of the eleven kingdoms.”

“There are only two kingdoms, Wren and Dryden.”
“Look, we're good friends, right, so can you just come

with me to College before you die out here in the desert
because you don’t know what’s going on.”
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“Well, this place better not be Wren, or I'll smite all the
Wrenites I see, for Ducc.”

“Well, we’re going to College so that’s not a problem.
Also, what’s gotten into you about killing? Why does he
want everyone dead all of a sudden?”

“Actually, yeah. Why does he want everyone dead? Oh
wait, to protect Dryden and make sure it is returned to
its former glory as an empire.”

The sarcastic remark from Nirav shut both of them up as
they walked towards College, and Nirav thought roughly
the same thoughts about the tall towers inside the city
wall, about how they were unstable. Another familiar
face appeared when the duo approached the
immigration office, and rose to greet them happily.

“It’s Joe, right?” asked Tarek, met with nodding. “Hi Joe,
how are you?”

“Good, how was the deposition of the Wrenite?” said
Joe.

“Not so good.” he said. “Also, where’s Sword?”
“Fencing practice.” said Joe. “And who’s this with you?”

“This is Nirav, he’s a Drydenite like me.” he said, drawing
close to Joe, “He still believes in Ducc properly.”
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“Like, how much?”

“As much as I did before I saw Stockdale ruining it. I
don’t think it’s right to tell him about Ducc just yet.”

“Tell me what?” said Nirawv.
“Don’t worry yet. Anyway, so why have you come back?”

“I've been declared an enemy of the state, and this guy
chased me out of Dryden, but I didn’t want him to die in
the desert so... We put aside our differences - which
were clearly made by Stockdale - and came here to
escape.”

“So you’re public enemy number one? Sounds cool and
risky.” said Joe.

“Well, it’s less fun when there’s fifty crazed Drydenites
running at you just to capture and hang you for personal
gain.”

Joe didn’t really know how to respond to that, and
instead called Tarek and Nirav forward to fill out their
forms. The lady gave them their forms with the same air
of snobbiness and inhumanity that she did last time, and
snorted at their kingdom of origin, but then reluctantly
handed over their meal books and some tags, coins and
other related paraphernalia that they would need to live
here for a week or two.
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“Have a good day” she said, sounding like the last
person in College who would do such a thing or even
wish someone one.

The trio, now fully engrossed in conversation about
College, with Nirav fully satisfied that this place was
Wrenite-free, (even though it wasn’t completely, there
were a few who had spoken against the relentless
sending of missionaries to smaller kingdoms who had
been exiled, and found homes here) kept walking
around the town, spending small pieces of their allotted
money on pieces of food that was alien to them, but
staple foods for the people of College.

They walked around until dusk, when they sat down on
top of the inner city wall, after having walked almost
half the diameter of it during their travels around this
comparatively cultural and bright city. And, just like in
Dryden, there was a great fire in the centre of this city,
but much more controlled, and they watched it down
one of the spoke-like roads which branched out from the
centre, from the high wall, eating skewers of all kinds of
food. Dryden, despite being their entire lives for their
entire lives, was nothing compared to this, even factoring
in sentimental value for their families and everything
they had experienced beforehand, in that isolated town
that they thought was the centre of the world. And yet,
the cultural shock was dampened by the friendly nature
of everyone in the town, everyone except the office lady,
that is, and so the whole experience felt like getting into
a wonderfully warm pool.
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And the resulting attitude of not wanting to get out of it
for fear of freezing, came to Tarek and Nirav, even
despite the latter’s devotion to Ducc. After finishing their
food, the trio went down into the centre of the city,
where they walked around for a while, before heading
into Joe’s house. His house was in the basement of one
of the taller towers, and he said he got it because he
worked as a border monitor, which prompted some more
talk about rakers, and then the topic eventually turned to
Stockdale as they sat down and rested.

“Tarek, your shirt’s got a tear in the back.” said Niray,
leaning back.

“We’ll get him a new one, tomorrow.” said Joe. “At the
market, maybe.”

“Cool. So, tell me again, do you... monitor the borders
Do you have like, a rake or anything?”

“Well, no it’s just me and Gilbert, we walk around the
desert, looking for anomalies and stuff like that.” said
Joe.

“Who’s Gilbert?” asked Tarek.

“Oh, that’s Sword’s real name. He’s a bit stuck up on the
whole new nickname thing, so I play along with it while

I'm with him.” said Joe.

“Who’s Sword?” asked Nirav.

74



“The guy who- ah, it doesn’t matter, you’ll meet him
tomorrow. I'll let him do the talking. Except that I won'’t,
he’s not very smart and not particularly interesting. In
fact, he’s so uninteresting that I said no to a much larger,
well lit, two person apartment on the fourth floor of this
building because I really didn’t feel like sharing with
him.”

“So this is your place? Well, it looks like you take good
care of it.” said Nirav, standing up and walking over to
one of the shelves, picking up a figurine.

“Don’t touch that!” said Joe. “It's Sword’s, I stole it
because he was annoying a few weeks ago, but I don’t
want to break it because I found out it’s worth lots of
money.”

“By any chance, was that weird guy with the long beard
the one who told you this?” asked Tarek.

“Which one?” said Joe.

“The one with all the crystals, back in the market.” said
Tarek.

“Ah, yeah, that guy.” said Joe, with a slightly disgusted
look on his face as he remembered the scene.

“He looked really dodgy. He just smelt bad, and that’s

coming from the son of an ex-farmer Drydenite.” said
Nirav.
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After a long pause, a type of pause which Tarek should
clearly have gotten used to now, they decided to sleep,
and it was decided without words that Joe should get to
sleep on his own bed, and that Tarek and Nirav should
sleep on the floor.

Nirav, Joe and Tarek woke up, having slept surprisingly
well for their location, and also given the noises that
emanated from the floors above and through the
ventilation holes. The smell of market foods flooded the
room, seeping in through the small holes at the top
corner of the room. Sunlight also streamed through
them, and one of these beams of light shone directly on
Joe’s face. He got up, rising slowly and stretching, and
then walked over to the corner of the room with the
holes, and pulled a slider he had made over them, and
was just about to sit back down on his bed when
someone knocked on the door.

The knocking woke Tarek and Nirav up, and before Joe
had quite opened the door, Sword came walking in
without having been formally let in, pushing Joe’s arm
back and almost walking over Tarek, who was getting
up. He stopped in the middle of the room, and only then
did he ask Joe if he wanted to go to their post to report
for morning duty.

“It’'s Sunday, Sword. Go home.” said Joe.
Sword left as ungracefully as he came, almost tripping

over Tarek again after turning around on his blanket
with his heel, pulling it off Tarek, who then got up and
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closed the door after Sword had left, bumbling back out
into the corridor.

“Well, T guess it’s time to properly get up now.” said Joe,
putting on his nicer clothes and picking up the figurine
and showing it to Tarek again. “Do you know anything
about this? I think maybe it might have something to do
with your whole ‘basing religions on trash you find’
thing.”

Tarek wasn’t particularly pleased with this comment, but
nonetheless he responded, “No, not really. It does look
weird though. We should maybe see that weird guy in
the market.”

“No, we can’t do that. He’s just too much of a nutcase.
It’s worthless.” said Nirav, who was already up and ready,
waiting by the door with Tarek. Joe opened the door for
them, and walked out into the corridor, greeting his
elderly neighbour who sat with her door open,
categorising books which occupied almost all of the
available space in the room. They walked upstairs into
the main lobby of the building and we greeted by the
cleaner, who was likely taking the day off to go around
the market, as this was the peak day for it. The smells
wafted in in much greater quantities through the front
door, and they stepped outside into the pleasant sun.

“Oh, that’s convenient. He’s moved his stand to directly

outside my building.” said Joe. “I bet he’s going to look
at me and judge me.”
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The strange man was definitely judging Joe. In fact, his
stare, even though it was not aimed at Tarek directly,
made him feel stuck in tar like he had been so many
times before, but with an added heap of conflicting
emotions. Eventually, they could bear it no longer, and
walked over to the stand.

“Hi. What do you want?” said Joe.

“Hello. My name is Norm, and I am a wizard.”

Joe paused. “Nice. What do you want?”

“I seek the treasure you possess. It holds great power,
and is worth a lot of money.”

“Okay, how much?” Joe said, with a great eagerness to
be finally rid of this admittedly ugly figure.

“Oh, more than I can give you. Its worth is so great, but
yet so specific. Only certain people can use its powers.”

“Powers?” said Joe, incredulously, and less eagerly.

“Yes. There is allegedly a stone inside it, a stone of so
much power it cannot be wielded for it kills all it
touches.”

“I'm calling rubbish. How much for the figure?”

“As I said, I cannot take it.”
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“But you just said you ‘seek this treasure’ or whatever.”

“No I didn’t.”

“Well, you've been a great help. See you around, Norm.”
said Joe, walking away from the stand, still carrying the

figure. He passed it to Tarek, who held it closely.
“It’s quite heavy, Joe. What's it made of?”
“If it’s that heavy, lead, probably.”

“Or it could be gold!” said Nirav, “Maybe that’s why he
said it’s worth money.”

“Tarek, try and scratch the statue with one of the coins
you have.” said Joe.

“It doesn’t scratch too easily.” said Tarek, being cautious
to only scratch it on the bottom side, so it wouldn’t be
cosmetically damaged. “But it still scratches.”

“Well then. It’s probably lead.” said Joe, disheartened.

They walked around the markets for a while longer, and
all of a sudden, Sword came charging down one of the
alleys with little regard for the people around him,

sending the occasional basket of fruit flying.

“You've got to see this. A load of Drydenites turned up
and they think this place is Wren, and they’re trying to
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burn it down and make this guy called Tarek reveal
himself.” he said.

“No way! Well, looks like we’ve got a fugitive on our
hands. The immigration lady won’t like that.”

“Well, Joe... that’s not really my concern right now. Hey,
can I borrow your map? I really need to get to a different
kingdom to avoid these idiots. You know, public enemy
number one and all that.” said Tarek.

“You’re actually public enemy number two.” said Nirav.

“Look, I might be burned alive along with the rest of the
people in this kingdom because of these people, and you
want to discuss what number public enemy I am?”

“I'm sure he didn’t want to discuss it. Now, let’s get you
out of here.” said Joe, with a great deal of anxiety.

All four of them continued walking, moving past the
roving band of Drydenites by using all the back streets
that Joe knew, and sneaking their way in and out of
buildings. None of the Drydenites had any fire to burn
anything with, so their threats were as empty as their
heads, as they only thought of Stockdale and the glory
that burning ‘Wren’ down would give the Empire Of
Dryden. That’s right, empire. Much better than kingdom.
It implied power that reached beyond a small circle,
which they aimed to get.
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Burning down an innocent kingdom may not have been
the best way of going about that, though.

The four fleers found their way to the edge of the city,
after a while of darting around, winding their way
around the Drydenites. Tarek was then faced with a
dilemma of whether to take anyone with him on his
journey to the other kingdoms in order to escape the
advancing tide of brainwashed Drydenites. He needed
someone else to help him, but he presumably couldn’t
take Joe because of his job, and Sword was too much
dead weight for him to carry, even though he may have
known some of the other kingdoms well enough to
navigate them.

That left him with Nirav, who he almost had to take with
him, as if Nirav was left to his own devices, he would
either re-join the Drydenites or die fighting them - either
way, the outcome was not going to be good for either of
them. So, Tarek was forced to take Nirav with him, but
leave Joe and Sword as they wouldn’t fall to the
Drydenites (the alarm calling them to their posts hadn’t
even been sounded due to the lack of a threat they posed
to College.)

“Well Joe, see you around,” said Tarek, as Joe handed
him a slightly better map, one with the nearby kingdoms
labelled and routes to them plotted. “Thanks for having
us, and showing us around yesterday.”

“No problem Tarek,” said Joe. “You can come back any
time you need. Oh, you can also take this pack I have to
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carry the figurine around. And yes, you can keep the
figurine.”

And as Sword waved the duo goodbye, they walked out
into the desert, followed by the sun, high in the sky.

“Do you want to go and push those Drydenites out
now?” said Joe.

“I've got my trusty sword.” said Sword.

“Yes, you have,” said Joe. “Of course you have.”
“Hey, didn’t that guy take my statue?”

“No.”

“Oh.”
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Not quite X - Interlude II

“What do you mean you didn’t find him? I cannot believe
you could be so incompetent.”

“No, I didn’t send you to the wrong kingdom, that was
Wren, College is just a front for Wren. And so is Grant’s,
the next place I'm sending you idiots. Not that I can trust

you anyway.”

“Kalivas, plot a course for Grant’s. You're going with
them.”

“Oh, and Williams is on the list, so he’s to be dealt with
too.”

“Yes, that does mean kill him. I can deal in absolutes,
you back-talker! Leave at once! Leave!”

“Now, Kalivas, have you learnt the national anthem yet?
I've added it to your syllabus, so you've got to teach it
along with all the other things we’ve told you about. And
if you don’t, well, say goodbye to your other arm.”

Later on that day, after meeting with Kalivas, he
wandered into the town square, drawing a crowd with
him as he went, which is quite unlike what would have
happened before his takeover of Dryden.

“Okay now, everybody. I've gathered everyone here today
for a special message. As well as running away from the
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Empire of Dryden for treason, Tarek has stolen another
one of our weakest soldiers, Nirav. He’s weak, and that’s
why he has succumbed to Wren. Tarek was weak, and he
was shown an incorrect way of life, and encouraged by
this man, Kalivas. Kalivas has since repented of his
crimes under oath, but not before we, well, you can see
what we’ve done. He’s all good now, that part of him was
holding him back - he was, in a way, pinning himself
down. He’s making our territorial expansion maps as we
speak. And due to the power of Ducc that flows through
him, not even a 25% reduction in limbs can stop him!
And yes, that is a joke. You are allowed to laugh.”

He paused for a second.

“And what I meant by that is laugh - imperative. And for
those of you who don’t know what that means, well, I
can only recommend you go and see Kalivas about that.
Oh, and by the way, he’s also working on decoding the
language used in the ancient scrolls, so you can teach
your children it! And only it. Okay then, the final note
for the day, before I forget, the team of our valiant
warriors in Wren have managed to convert one of them
to Ducc! Of course, they killed everyone else who didn’t
submit to Ducc.”

Stockdale saluted, and the crowd wearily replied -

“All hail Ducc.”
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X - Grant’s

“Tarek, why are we walking through the desert again?”

“Look, we don’t have a lot of choice, Nirav, the
Drydenites would have tried to take us back home if we
stayed in College.”

“But they were completely inept! You should have seen
the way they walked around the town, acting as if they
owned the place but in reality, they'd never seen
anything like it before!”

“You hadn’t seen anything like it before, Nirav. You were
just as enthralled when Joe took you around the city
walls, and you learned how to do that sword fighting
thing.”

“Oh come on, even Joe thought that was cool.”

“Only because he used Sword’s pass to get in. Hey,
speaking of that, where did you put it?”

“I think you've still got it.”
“Oh, so the one person who can use the pass hasn’t got
it? Great, it's worthless. And it’s only worth anything in

College, which we aren’t going back to for a while now.”

“Well, Joe used it, so clearly more than one person can
use it.”
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“Oh, shut up Nirav.”
“Well, it’s not like we’ve got anyone else to talk to.”

On the horizon, presumably running towards them, was
a person who was screaming and calling for help, and
the duo picked up into a run, as they wanted to see what
there was to scream about. Tarek ran for a while, but
stopped to do up the sack properly, as he didn’t want
anything to fall out.

The person came up close to them, and it became
apparent that they were yelling to the two of them to ask
them to help them, and whatever this person was
running away from certainly wasn’t going to get any
better if they threw Tarek and Nirav at it. Especially since
they had the combined worldliness of a child, and they
owned virtually nothing as well.

“Oh, please, travellers, help us!” screamed the person.
“Our town is in great danger!”

Tarek considered walking around the person to try and
avoid this confrontation, but as she came nearer, she ran
towards them with more vigour.

“You have to help us! We've tried everything! It’s rats,

they’re everywhere!” she said, becoming increasingly
incoherent.
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“We can’t help. We don’t have anything to help with.”
said Tarek, walking around the woman who was slowing
down, trying to catch her breath. “I'm sorry, but if you
can’t fix it, we can’t either.”

“Oh? Really?” said the woman, stopping. “So where are
you going then, with all of your nothing?”

“We were hoping to stay over there,” said Nirav, pointing
directly towards Grants, which seemed to have smoke
rising from it. ‘Just for a day or two before going back to
College.”

“Well, you can’t stay unless you help.”
“I've already said, we can’t help.”

“So,” said the woman, “where are you going to stay
tonight? It’s going to be sunset in an hour or so, and
you're at least a day’s travel away from College. And
with your lack of camping gear, I'd say you definitely
aren’t prepared for a night in the desert.”

“Well, both of us have survived at least a night in the
desert very recently.” said Nirav.

“How brave of you.” said the woman, “You do know that
the ambient temperature is pretty much the same all day
and night, there are no natural predators or venomous
creatures, and sandstorms are not at all common in this
area. We have to go out in the desert as part of our
survival courses when we’re seven years old.”
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“Yeah, but anyone can find a rock and sleep under it for
a night.” said Tarek. “They’re the only features in the
whole desert and you can see them everywhere.”

“A night?” said the woman. “I had to do a week. Had to
find my own food, as well.”

“Okay, but you just said there weren’t any predators or
creatures, so...” said Nirav.

“You... you dig for these things! You have to dig to find
food.”

“What kind of food?” asked Nirav.

“Sand worms.”

“Sand worms?” said Tarek.

“Look, I'll show you how dead this desert is,” he said,
digging away at the sand with his hand, placing his bag
down next to him. Material kept slipping into the centre
of the pile, rendering his sustained attempt at digging
futile.

“See, there’s nothing here!”

At this moment, a rat poked its head out of the bottom of

the hole, and shook its head to get rid of the sand. It
looked around for a second, before quickly scurrying out
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of the hole, straight towards the woman, who ran away
from it, screaming.

“It really looks like they do have a problem.” said Tarek.

“She’s got a problem, too. I don’t see anything wrong
with this guy,” said Nirav, looking at the rat up close. It
seemed to look back at him for a while, before running
back towards the hole, and burying itself back through.

“Regardless, I think we should help them. I mean, there’s
not much we can do.” said Tarek.

“What about the power rock Joe gave you? Maybe we
could test that out on the rats?”

“Well, sure. She was right about the whole ‘not having
anything or anywhere to stay’ thing.”

They began to walk towards the town, and due to the
fact they had already spent a day walking with almost
nothing in sight, this uneventful walk was terribly
interesting to them, as they finally had something else to
talk about after a day of talking mainly about Stockdale
and Ducc in general, and even despite his best efforts,
Tarek still hadn’t been able to convince Tarek of the non-
existence of Ducc.

“So what do you think is going on in Dryden right about
now?” said Tarek.
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“Well, I don’t know. I left Dryden a minute after you, so
there’s not much I could have gathered, standing on the
dune, looking at the border in awe as I stepped over it.”
said Nirav.

“Felt good, didn’t it?”
“It felt like I had abandoned everyone, to be honest.”

“But those people had changed since I left. I don’t know
how, but Stockdale flipped the people in there from as
neutral as you can be, right to people who were chasing
me to death at his command. Something must have
happened the night where I was gone.”

“Boris was hung. Just out of the blue, no one knew why,
no explanation was given. Still can’t think if a reason. I
mean, he was a drunkard, he wasn’t exactly contributing
to anything in Dryden.”

“I know why he was hanged, at least I think I do. He
made this drink which Kalivas and I tried to get the town
elders drunk on, and it turned out it was a poison of
some sort, so Stockdale had him killed for trying to
poison him.”

“You tried to poison Stockdale?”
“Well, I tried to get him drunk so he’d tell us what he

was doing. It’s more good than harm, if you know what I
mean.”
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“But Stockdale said drinking was against the Code Of
Ducc in his manifesto, how did anyone convince him to
d