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The sun was setting behind a naked sky. It seemed to be ripping it with fire, the red 

was so violent and the orange and yellow so bright that they hurt the eyes. MJ covered 

her big dark eyes with her free hand as she advanced, little clouds of dust dancing after 

her tiny steps. She always supposed that the mountains would be much colder. She 

remembered seeing pictures of mountains covered in snow. Her dry and burned skin 

needed shadow, the dry and burned land needed rain. Perhaps it will change soon, she 

thought. Nobody seems to know how tomorrow would be anymore.  

She walked fast through the camp where her caravan arrived only two days 

ago, trying to recognize the places, still getting used to this new way of life. For a girl 

who have only known one house and one room back in Deiru, this could have been an 

exciting journey. That is what MJ kept telling herself through the hardest moments, 

the hunger, the thirst, the exhausting walks, the sight of people dropping tired, the 

hard floor as a pillow, the mosquito bites, the fever, the not knowing when and if she 

would see her family again. The not knowing what was going on most of the time.  

For a girl who have only known poverty and always felt like a prisoner of the 

ways of the poor, this could have been an exciting turn of events. That’s what she kept 

telling herself when wild animals that she thought she would never see entered and 

ravaged the lower levels of the city. That was quite spectacular for a while.  When her 

house was flooded, when she and her brothers couldn’t sleep because of the 

suffocating heat or the chilling cold, when they spent the first days without any food, 

when they fell ill, when the power ran off and when they finally had to leave, she 

thought maybe this was the only way we could get out of here. Maybe we are finally 

going to a better place. Everything will be okay. That is what she kept telling herself 

before the Crisis was named.  

The camp was big and confusing, tents popping everywhere like mushrooms. 

There were no streets or roads and she hadn’t seen cars or trucks since they arrived. 

Maybe they left. Litter was piling up everywhere, flies feasting over it. That wasn’t 



much different from home. What was very different from home was the silence. No 

cars, buses, trains or planes. Also, people actually looked at each other because there 

wasn’t much more for them to look at. MJ wasn’t used to people looking at her. She 

turned right after a large green tent. There were some animals scavenging for food, 

trying to pick up something for themselves from the litter. Cows, pigs and chicken. 

They were quite thin. MJ approached them and one of the cows stared silently at her. 

Her big eyes looked kind and conformed, like any other cow eyes she had seen before 

at the slaughterhouse. Like MJ, this cow had probably seen the worst. Perhaps they 

also told themselves in cow language that everything was going to be okay even when 

not knowing what was going on most of the time.  

‘We are all in this together.’ she whispered, looking at the animals who placidly 

went on going through the piles of litter. ‘Everything is changing and at the same time, 

not changing at all.’  

‘MJ!’ a child voice called her at the distance. She turned her head and saw the 

group of tattered children, gathered at a clearance close to the stream. On the other 

side, more tents were gathered up the hillside and the eyes couldn’t discern where 

that side of the camp ended either. There were more of them today and she guessed 

the children who were living in the settlement before the arrival of her group were 

somehow told about her classes. She smiled and ran to them, keeping a firm grip on 

her bag. Some of the familiar small and hollow dirty faces lighted up at the sight of her, 

big eyes shining. Some were looking around inexpressive and the smaller ones 

clutching their toys and broken gadgets. She noticed a small girl who had a black kitten 

on her lap and small boy who was holding a smartphone. He had dark skin and black 

sad eyes and kept waving away the flies with slow unenergetic moves. 

‘Hey!’ she walked to boy, putting her bag down. A thought crossed her mind so 

fast she couldn’t catch it. ‘Does that still work?’ 

‘Not really,’ answered the girl sitting next to him, shrugging. ‘He just likes to 

hold it.’  

‘Oh…Well,’ MJ smiled again, picked up her bag and climbed onto a fallen tree 

trunk, sitting with her legs hanging. She cleared her throat. ‘Thank you all for coming! 



For those of you who don’t know me, my name is MJ and I come from Deiru. Who 

wants some pine tree bark?’ she opened the bag, looking at the scars on her hands. As 

she watched them parting the bark and sharing it amongst themselves, she pulled her 

notebook out. ‘Since there are so many new students why don’t we start by getting to 

know each other? Let’s start here!’ she pointed to the blond girl with watery eyes to 

her left. ‘What’s your name? Where are you from?’ she asked with a warm tone.  

The girl remained silent, eyes fixed in the distance. MJ climbed down and sat 

next to her, throwing her arm around the girl’s fragile and naked shoulders, feeling her 

trembling beneath her touch. ‘It’s okay… we are all friends here.’ But the girl still 

wouldn’t speak. It never occurred to MJ that she might speak another language and 

perhaps didn’t understand her. She held the girl’s hand and turned to the next boy. 

‘What about you?’ 

‘My name is Moira.’ the blond girl finally spoke, with an almost inaudible voice. 

‘I come from West Reen. My parents and my sister are dead. I lost my glasses and I 

can’t see. I’m very scared and I feel sick.’ and she burst out crying. MJ held her in hug 

and other children approached, stroking Moira’s hair and back. The girl who had the 

black kitten lay the tiny creature on Moira’s lap. 

‘I’m so sorry, Moira…’ MJ kissed her wet face. ‘I’m alone too, you know…we are 

all scared sometimes… but… but we are not really alone.’ she kissed Moira again. ‘Do 

you want to be my sister, Moira?’  

‘Can I be your sister too?’ asked the kitten girl.  

‘Of course you can!’ MJ welcomed her into the hug. The three girls stayed 

comfortably in the warm healing hug for a while. No, they weren’t alone. 

‘But MJ, what about the big scary bird you were going to teach us about today?’ 

asked a boy named Ryan, getting impatient. His front teeth were missing and his long 

brown hair was dirty and dishevelled. ‘The one that gave you the feather on your 

earring?’ 



‘Hmm, yes that’s right… Perhaps we should start class before it gets dark…’ the 

mosquitoes were starting to attack ferociously. ‘Come with me, sisters.’ MJ took Moira 

and the kitten girl by their hands and helped them climb into the fallen tree trunk. 

‘Come closer, everybody!’ she said, opening the notebook where she had her 

sketches of the Harpy Eagle. As she turned it to them, the children opened their 

mouths in awe, some letting out sounds of surprise and amazement. ‘This is the Harpy 

Eagle! One of the biggest birds of prey in the world. They are as big as you,’ she 

pointed at the small boy who had the broken smartphone and who she guessed would 

be around four years old. She gave Moira her notebook and stood up, flapping her 

arms. ‘and they have massive wings and talons! You know, I’ve seen one. The one that 

gave me this feather… She came right through my window back home!’ she said and 

the children shrieked. 

‘Wow, and you weren’t scared?’ 

‘Your drawings are so cool!’ 

‘Thank you! Yes, I was scared… But she was more scared than me. She was hurt. 

And hungry. Me and my brothers took care of her.’ MJ touched the feather, pursing 

her lips together. She looked at Moira. She couldn’t cry, she had to go on. ‘The Harpy 

Eagle eats monkeys.’ 

‘Monkeys!’ screamed Ryan. ‘Do they eat people as well?’ 

‘No, they don’t eat people.’  

‘Where do they live?’ 

‘They… used to live in the rainforests.’ 

‘They don’t live there anymore?’ 

‘I’m not sure.’ there was a silence. The children seemed to be thinking. 

‘I guess’ said Ryan. ‘that is not just our world that is upside down with the 

Crisis... It is their world too. I guess they might have to leave their homes too.’  

They were interrupted by the sound of chainsaws in the distance.   



 

*** 

 

 

The Deiru Special Education Centre was located in the Central Domes. Its 

symmetrical and repeated geometry and its smooth concave surface of white wall and 

glass was rather pleasant to the eye. Like a bright jewel surrounded by the big 

suspended gardens, its peaceful design contrasted with the anxiety of the two 

educators inside one of the units, walking around nervously as they looked through the 

glass. So far there were no reports of failure in the Energy Field walls around the 

gardens and the building but the man and the woman couldn’t help but look at it 

intensely, hoping they would spot some change if it happened yet wishing that they 

wouldn’t. They had seen the news, it was happening more often in the last month. The 

woman blinked twice and looked at the time on the screen coded into her contact 

lenses.  

‘I’ll get him.’ she said, walking towards the glass and sliding her hand in front of 

it to have it opened. She stopped to text the Central Domes Weather Department to 

request some clouds and a two-degree dropping in the temperature with urgency. She 

felt feverish. The fact that it took them more than a minute to answer made her quiver 

and heart was beating fast. Perhaps she should request some Emotional Support like 

so many were doing since the Representatives Council officially announced the Crisis.  

‘Ash!’ she called. Why didn’t she notice those cherry trees before? Were they a 

new Nature Feature? They were stunning. Looking closer, examining the flowers, she 

soon concluded that they were just an image and obviously made by the boy. 

‘Absolutely impressive’ she whispered and walked right through them.  

There were many more images of trees and bushes and it took her a while to 

spot the boy’s bright silver hair and white clothes against a backdrop of green. He was 

sitting with his legs crossed, clapping and laughing, turning his head to look at the birds 

flying around him. He made those too, they were the same birds he had been making 

for months.  



Ash was feeling the corners of his mouth stretched with a smile. This was his 

favourite time of day, the time he could play with friends outside. They weren’t really 

his friends, just images of them, but it was better than no friends at all. They were 

almost just like he remembered the real ones to be. They just needed a little more 

work. He concentrated again in the yellow bird’s crest feathers. He knew the woman 

was behind him, he could hear her steps and her breath but he was on his schedule 

and she would just have to wait. 

‘Cockatiel.’ he said to the yellow bird with funny red cheeks. ‘Malaysian 

Cuckoo.’ he said to the small grey one. Then he raised his eyes to the imponent and 

fearful Eagle standing on the branch, looking down on him. ‘Harpy Eagle.’ 

‘Ash.’ the woman’s voice interrupted his thoughts and the cockatiel stood still 

on the palm of his hand covered by a white glove. He still had time, he was on his 

schedule, what was she doing? He felt his hands shaking. ‘Ash!’ she called again. His 

heart beat faster, he felt his throat dry and the palms of his hands sweaty beneath the 

gloves. He lost control. 

‘Two more minutes for birds! TWO MORE MINUTES FOR BIRDS!’ he started 

shouting, shaking his hands and his head frenetically. The woman gasped and stepped 

back. He did have two more minutes of playtime, how could she have been so careless 

to upset him like this? She looked around in panic. She really needed to request 

Emotional Support, the anxiety was making her crazy, she couldn’t afford mistakes, 

especially not now. She couldn’t risk not being shortlisted. She tried to remain calm 

and blinked three times to enjoy some entertainment. She watched a beautiful film 

where Creatives Anika and Dale Pluma hugged the children living at the Refugee 

Camps. She felt touched and almost cried but two minutes passed and Ash was now 

standing up in front of her. 

‘I’m sorry, Ash. I thought it was later when I called you. Do you forgive me?’ she 

smiled at the boy but he remained silent, eyes fixed in the distance and began walking 

towards the building.  

Back inside, Ash resumed making an image of a special cereal. This one was 

important, it was going to be made real and feed a lot of people, that’s what the 



woman and the man told him in the morning. It was important. And once he finally 

finished it, he would bathe, eat, have some more time for birds before bedtime and 

tomorrow he would have a visit. Apart from the woman’s interruption of his schedule, 

it was a very pleasant day.  

‘How many people will the special cereal feed?’ he asked the Woman as she 

served him his meal. 

‘It will feed many people, Ash.’ 

‘Yes, but how many?’  

‘Hmm… Millions. Many millions, Ash.’ 

‘That’s a lot.’ he narrowed his eyes. ‘What about birds? Can I make something 

to feed birds too?’ but she was walking to leave the room. ‘I wonder if my bird friends, 

the real ones, are afraid of the Crisis.’ 

‘What?’ the woman almost shouted and turned around. ‘What are you talking 

about? Who told you that?’ 

‘About the Crisis? I heard you speaking. You are afraid.’  

‘There’s no Crisis, Ash. It’s just a story.’ 

‘Are you afraid of a story?’ 

‘Sometimes stories can be scary. But don’t you worry and just eat your dinner, 

okay? I will see you shortly.’  

The woman closed the door behind her, trembling. She was in the middle of 

dialling Emotional Support number when she noticed her colleague approaching and 

pulled herself together. Ash had finished his dinner and the man walked him to his 

bedroom. He was about to leave but held the door, looking at the boy who was sitting 

on the floor with his legs crossed.  

Ignoring the man’s presence, Ash focused on creating the image of the 

Cockatiel. His beautiful yellow feathers, the delicate crest, the red cheeks, black beady 

eyes, his smooth pink beak, tongue and nostrils. His pink feet and pointy nails. He 



made him fly up and down to his hand again. It was almost perfect. But it had no 

warmth. No smell. No weight. Even though the real cockatiel held almost no weight for 

its size, he could still remember the delightful tickly feeling of the bird’s feet walking 

on his arm and how his beak was so warm when he kissed it.  

Ash tried to kiss the image but his lips went right through it. He looked at it 

sadly.  

‘Ash’ the man asked with a warm voice. He was in high spirits. ‘What would you 

like to take with you if you moved to a new home?’ 

 

*** 

 

‘Good morning’ MJ carefully put a bowl of canned pineapple and a glass of 

water next to the bed, on top of some boxes that served as a nightstand. All the 

infirmary tent looked like this. The woman in the bed was awake but didn’t move or 

make any sound and stayed lying on her side, eyes fixed in the distance. MJ looked at 

the water in the glass. It was fascinating that they could clean such dirty water from 

the stream and make it drinkable and safe. However, Nurse Daisy said that they still 

had to be very careful.  

‘You have to be very stupid to let that happen to you these days.’ MJ overhead 

one of the young nurses say to the other. She assumed they were talking about the 

pregnant woman who didn’t want to eat. Canned pineapple was not very good, she 

didn’t blame her. 

‘Lower your voice. We don’t know what happened.’ Nurse Daisy was back and 

lashed out at the young nurse with a low tone. ‘In this infirmary we practice values of 

compassion and will never pass on judgement so you two can have that chat later, 

somewhere else.’ 

‘Excuse me, Nurse Daisy’ the young nurse insisted. ‘But I have to speak, we are 

giving our time and energy to selflessly help during this Crisis when it would be 



perhaps easier to do what people like her do! I have seen that woman drunk and going 

to whatever gatherings happen at the ghettos. They want to forget, they want to keep 

pretending that nothing is happening. We should all be responsible and act as a 

community or whatever this mess is!’  

‘I think you have to re-evaluate your concept of selfless. Please, calm down and 

we can talk about this some other time. Not here.’ Nurse Daisy realized MJ had been 

there listening to the whole of the conversation and raised her eyebrows. ‘MJ, dear, 

can you please go check if we can have some more water today?’ 

MJ left the infirmary tent and immediately felt her feet sinking into the mud. 

Nurse Daisy gave her a pair of rubber boots which were too big but no mud would go 

in. She ran, avoiding the puddles. The camp looked even worse after the floods. The 

dry land was too fragile and a lot of it collapsed down the hillside, dragging the tents 

with it and she heard that people died during the floods. She didn’t know if that was 

true. What she knew was that there were more people and tents by the day and if at 

the beginning she still expected to see her family arriving, now she thought that even if 

they did and were living in the camp as well it would take a lot of luck to find them.  

MJ’s heart was heavy as she walked back to the infirmary empty handed 

because the people who cleaned the water couldn’t spare any more for them today. 

But then she raised her head and saw them. Peregrine Falcons, the fastest of the 

raptors, ripping through the sky. They were not only the first birds she saw in many 

weeks but a flock of them was extremely rare. They were predators so their prey must 

be around as well. The birds have returned, she thought and smiled.  

‘Nurse Daisy’ she asked, later that day, when they were cleaning the tent. ‘I 

wanted to ask you if I could teach my classes here someday. I promise we won’t 

disturb you’ 

‘Your classes?’ Nurse Daisy looked puzzled but she was also smiling. ‘And what 

do you teach, sweetheart?’ 

‘I teach the other children at the camp… Hmm… It depends, I teach them 

everything I know, really. Especially about animals. I spotted a flock of Peregrine Falcon 

today. It’s rare. We can call it a Tower of Falcons!’ 



‘Sounds lovely.’ 

‘So… could I teach here? I can’t do it outside anymore. Some women told us it’s 

not safe for children to gather alone anymore so I stopped. Two of these women live in 

the tent where I sleep, me and my sisters.’  

‘They are right, MJ. It’s not safe anymore. You can have your classes here, of 

course. We will find a way. Now go home before it gets dark, my angel.’ Nurse Daisy 

leaned to kiss MJ’s forehead and went back to work.  

MJ was happy to know she would have her class back. Working at the infirmary 

helped a lot not to think about sad things which was strange because most of what she 

saw there were sad things. She was now thinking about what Nurse Daisy and the 

other nurse were discussing, about being selfless, dragging her feet through the mud. 

Whatever that pregnant woman did that might have been bad, she was sick and 

needed their help. She was alone. Shouldn’t they just help each other be less alone?  

Suddenly, out of nowhere, someone grabbed her and restrained her arms. She 

saw her bag falling on the mud with a splash and were dragged away from it, a big 

hand covering her mouth so she could barely breathe, let alone scream for help. 

She couldn’t turn around and see him, but she realized it was a man who was 

grabbing he. No matter how much she fought to set free, the man wouldn’t move, he 

was too strong. He was now crushing her against the floor and his smell was 

disgusting. She recognized the alcohol in his breath. Was he going to rob her? She had 

nothing of value. Kill her? She felt the tears running down her face, mixing with the 

mud, she couldn’t see and tried to scream harder and kick him.  

‘Hey! What the hell is wrong with you? She’s just a child!’ MJ managed to lift 

her head and through her blurry eyes she saw a pair of feet running toward them. The 

man holding her mumbled something that she didn’t understand and then BOOM! She 

felt the impact and the sound of a solid object hitting the man’s skull. He stopped 

moving and the second man kicked him, dragging him away from her. He had a gun. 



‘Are you okay?’ he asked but she couldn’t make a sound, all she could do was 

crawl in the mud until she managed to get up, grab her bag and run, run as fast as she 

could without looking back. She still heard a shot. 

That night MJ could barely eat and she took a knife from the so called kitchen 

that they had in the tent. She slept with the knife under her pillow, shaking, and even 

forgot to tell her sisters and the other children that they would finally have her class 

again.   

The children woke up in the next morning to the sound of loud music outside. 

MJ though she was still dreaming, dreaming about a marching band. She opened her 

eyes and saw the women running to the entrance of the tent and as they opened it the 

music got louder, coming inside, and flooding the space. Some of the children were 

grumpy, others excited. Still sleepy, MJ got up and walked to the entrance, popping 

her head out. It was a marching band! A very small one and the instruments were in 

poor condition, but they had a trumpet, a French horn, a clarinet, and also bass drums. 

The sun was shining and the mud was glittering all around. 

‘We have children sleeping here!’ one of the women was complaining. ‘What is 

wrong with you?’ 

‘Haven’t you heard?’ the skinny man playing the trumpet, who proceeded the 

march, exhibited an almost toothless smile. ‘We are celebrating, my dear! We are 

celebrating the first crops! They worked! They worked! Our first crops on the other 

side of the mountain! They worked!’ he had tears in his eyes. 

‘The birds already knew.’ whispered MJ. 

 

*** 

 

 ‘I wish I knew you are okay, birds.’ Ash mumbled to the images of his friends, 

flying silently around the room. He never mentioned his worries about the Crisis again 

to the woman, and eventually she was replaced by another woman who honestly 

looked to him pretty much the same. But he was worried. He didn’t believe it was just 



a story. His friends the birds told him before there was any talk of Crisis that there 

were lots of things going wrong outside. They were already scared, they already knew. 

He heard the door clicking and the new woman came in. 

‘Ash, you have a visit.’ she said in a monotonic yet warm tone. 

‘A visit?’ the boy raised his eyebrows. ‘But today is Saturday. It’s not day for 

visit.’ 

‘This is a special visit. It’s not your parents. A very important person wants to 

see you and talk to you.’ 

‘But I’m busy.’ he frowned.  

‘I promise I won’t be long but I really had to see you, Ash.’ the deep voice 

belonged to a tall and muscular man. He wore a white suit and had his shiny black hair 

pushed back. Ash couldn’t really tell if he was young or old. ‘Can I come in?’ 

‘No.’ said Ash but the man came in anyway He didn’t like this man. He was 

charming and smelled very nice but his jaw was too angular and he moved around too 

fluidly and comfortably as if he owned the place.  

‘It’s so nice to finally meet you, Ash. My name is Sigma. I am the Minister of 

Communication, Culture, Education and Foreign Affairs in Deiru.’ the Minister 

extended his hand to Ash who looked at it puzzled. He too was wearing Designer 

gloves. 

‘Ash, the Minister wants to shake your hand. Just stretch your hand.’ said the 

woman and her tone was suddenly shaky. Ash didn’t understand why this was relevant 

but he stretched his tiny hand and felt the strong hand of the man holding it tightly 

and shaking it in the air.  

‘I’ve heard wonderful things about you, Ash. And I’m pleased to see they are 

true. Look at those extraordinary birds! Look at them! You have an immense talent, 

boy,’ the Minister walked around, admiring the images of the Cockatiel, the Malaysian 

Cuckoo and the Harpy Eagle. Then he squatted and sat on the floor in front of Ash, 



crossing his legs. ‘and that is why I came to talk to you today. Do you like spaceships, 

Ash?’ 

‘They’re all right. I like birds more. Do you want me to design a spaceship?’ Ash 

put his hands together, getting ready.  

‘No, no. I just want you to listen to me. These spaceships I’m talking, Ash, they 

are already designed and built. It took us many years to make them but they are finally 

ready to go on a journey.’ 

‘On a journey to where? Other planets?’ 

‘Perhaps other planets, yes.’ 

‘That’s cool.’ Ash finally smiled. 

‘I’m glad you find it cool. Because you are coming in this journey with me.’ 

With you? But I don’t know you.’ Ash looked suspicious. ‘What about my 

designs? And them?’ he pointed at the woman. ‘And my parents? And my bird 

friends?’  

‘It will all be taken care of, Ash. You will have anything you want and need. 

Don’t worry. And we will get to know each other better, there will be plenty of time for 

that during the journey.’ 

Ash looked down to his lap and put a finger on top of his lips. He narrowed his 

eyes. ‘Is this because of the Crisis?’ he asked. ‘Are you running away?’ 

‘We’re not running away, Ash. We are just saving our way of living. When you 

grow up, you will understand.’ said the Minister and by the shape of his smile, Ash 

knew he was lying. 

 

 

 

 



 

 


