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            PART ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In Manifesto the Great’s time, there was a huge development of equipment.

        He had seen World War I and concluded that bombing things didn’t help; instead, he created segregation to control.

        “Control is the opposite of chaos,” said Manifesto the Great, and some even believed him.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            THE ORPHAN

          

          “In the beginning, there was Beryl.”—Verruca

        

      

    

    
      1935

      Beryl was discovered by an elderly reader sitting at the feet of the unfinished statue of her father.

      Her mother, a woman with painted nails and love for lying in bed, had passed away moaning about her caffeine not being “hot enough.”

      Beryl had two choices.

      To be swallowed up by the family groomed for a good match or do as her mother suggested and “run away.”

      She got as far as the courtyard of greatness and realized running away with nowhere to run was a stupid as the headless statue where she now sat.

      “Sit at his feet,” she’d tell Beryl, usually while Beryl was making her comfortable in bed, “it will lead to things.”

      Like what? thought Beryl.

      She had watched the sun rise, and now it was going down; was she to sleep here?

      Clutching her rucksack, she thought of a future with “the family,” aunts preening her, telling her what a “no good” her mother was . . .

      “Aunts are an earth’s invention,” her mother used to say, and “you are more him than me.”

      She wondered if she should go back, take her chances.

      She hardly noticed the reader until he stopped.

      He looked at the shivering child; her face was familiar, like a colleague he’d worked with years ago in the good old days, when things were easier . . .

      She caught his eye.

      “My mother told me to wait here,” she said.

      He looked at her solemn face; she was not even ten.

      “At my father’s feet,” said Beryl.

      “Squirt was your father?” said the reader.

      Beryl nodded.

      “And your mother was that woman?” He whistled through his teeth.

      Beryl was one of the last to be born from a man; infertility had ripped through the city like a plague of smallpox, and no one knew why, despite the Librarian pointing to the food chain, but then who listened to the Librarian?

      He could see she was special.

      She had the intelligent look of her father and the intriguing face of her mother. A heady mixture for an elderly gent who liked intelligent females that were “easy on the eye.”

      Beryl’s father was from the right side of the tracks, who used his head to make profits and mold Beryl’s “gullible” mother before she went, well . . . mad.

      The reader, a man with no partner and no desire for one, eyed this slip of a girl.

      She had potential; he thought maybe even replace that “I have an answer for everything” LM-2, and god knows Manifesto the Great could sure use a new one of her.

      Manifesto the Great’s ideas were anything but brilliant; in fact, most pissed off the women, sparking “sit-ins” and “sit-outs”—codes for “no bed-diving,” which Manifesto the Great in his wisdom blamed on the lack of children; perhaps this Beryl could change things?

      If he had known what Beryl’s true potential was, he would have sent her to the Art Centre, where children were welcomed, had the freedom to argue, and soon learned it didn’t get them anywhere.

      But he didn’t; instead, he took her back to the Building of Opulence, placed her under the wing of the Librarian, a decision that in the end was the true downfall of Manifesto the Great.
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        * * *

      

      In the ten years of Manifesto the Great’s reign, the city had changed into “us and them”; “us” being the readers who ruled and “them” being the rest who bore the brunt of the readers’ decisions.

      Even though fewer babies were born every year, that less fish swam the rivers, that hills had turned barren, the readers, true “eat drink and be merry” followers, were deaf to any warnings, apart, that is, from the new chairman . . .

      There was not even a shellfish to scavenge or a leg to barbecue; flesh-eating had become a luxury and noisy kindergartens a distant memory. All that was left was the odd scraggy four-legged creatures hidden deep in the hills.

      Meat was rationed on par with World War II restrictions, sparking off fights over sausages, brawls at barbecues, and demonstrations on par with a four-legged stampede.

      The city missed its barbecues and cheese, and, for once, the leaders could do little to help. It wasn’t long before hunting and fishing became a distant memory, and meat went underground, illegally stashed under counters and traded in alleyways.

      The Librarian, a man not partial to the “eat drink and be merry” philosophy, had warned, but who listened to an elderly man in a wheelchair, especially a man with a passion for wigs? Then when word got out of favors being traded for prawns and giblets, something had to be done.

      Manifesto the Great, a positive man, instructed the institute to work on a robust form of fertilization.

      The institute came up with growth food, which led to animals large enough to eat within weeks but with flesh toxic with hormones and bland as the Librarian’s jokes.

      The “new meat,” still in its infant stage, was rationed to men under the belief that man’s seed was the cure to the whole bugger-all babies issue.

      Not exactly a popular ruling.

      “What about the women?” said the Librarian.

      “Let them eat mush,” said a voice from the back.

      “Here, here,” chorused a few.

      The Librarian looked at the idiots around the table. “You honestly think a woman is going to eat mush while grilling a chop for her man?”

      “Great decisions,” said the chairman with an eye on his leader, “are not always greeted with a round of applause.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            THE LIBRARY

          

          “Spying is not an easy thing to do in a wheelchair, no matter how motorized.”—The chairman

        

      

    

    
      When the elderly reader first produced Beryl to the Librarian, he huffed, pointed to a cubby hole of a room, and with a “the sheets are in that cupboard,” left her to make herself a bed.

      Beryl opened her rucksack. It was pretty empty—a few measly bits of clothing, a dog-eared toothbrush, an old picture of her parents young and hopeful, and her mother’s diary.

      She hid it under the bed.

      “I have a feeling in my waters,” said the elderly reader.

      “Better head to the loo then.”

      “Seriously,” said the elderly reader.

      “So am I,” said the Librarian. “The john’s the place for that sort of talk.”

      “There is something about her,” said the elderly reader.

      “She’s a she,” said the Librarian. “There is always something about a she, and it’s never good.”

      “She’s Squirt’s daughter,” said the elderly reader.

      Silence . . .

      Beryl, mid fluffing a pillow, stopped . . .

      “That man was a genius with a ledger,” said the elderly reader. “Give him a set of accounts and he could make a minus a plus in minutes—seconds even.”

      The Librarian muttered a “mmm . . .”

      “Making money to him was easy,” said the elderly reader.

      The Librarian nodded. “That’s true.”

      The elderly reader gestured toward the poky room where Beryl was expertly making up a bed, taking in every word.

      “She could be the same. The trick is to keep her a secret until we know.”
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        * * *

      

      Manifesto the Great, a true leader, continued to ponder; civilization needed children. What was he to do?

      He paced the corridors, lost in thought until he caught sight of a cleaner pulling out her mop; then it hit him like a wet flannel.

      High on his idea, he raced to the room with a view and burst in to find the readers “studying” an old thirties film on their extra-large mirror perched high on a wall.

      “Let’s free up the ‘fairer sex’ for procreation,” he proclaimed.

      The readers stared at the pint-size leader.

      “You been on the caffeine again?” said the chairman.

      “Give ’em robots, and they can bed-dive to their hearts’ content,” smiled Manifesto the Great at his magnificent idea.

      “The last thing my ‘fairer sex’ wants is more time to bed-dive,” said a voice from the back.

      “Here, here,” mumbled a few.

      Manifesto the Great, a man of pacing, circled the room, talking of how work and tiredness killed the desire for bed-diving.

      “Tell me about it,” mumbled a reader.

      “Bleach is as off-putting for a woman as, well, false teeth are for . . .” He stopped, stared at the mirror as a voluptuous thirties film star sauntered into view with the sort of comments that went straight to his groin . . .

      “Who’s that?” he stuttered, watching her disappear.

      The Librarian snapped, “You’re off your trolley. Women are on the verge of mutiny, and you’re talking of bed-diving and earth films?”

      “Pfff, women,” said a few.

      “Can’t even organize a shopping list, let alone a revolt,” said another.

      “Too busy with their pots,” chuckled another.

      Manifesto the Great stared at the mirror. “Does she come back?”

      The Librarian fumed; he had a direct view of Fanny’s headquarters. He knew all about her “comings and goings.” He’d even seen that LM-2 leaving, and he was an expert lip reader.

      “The underground hasn’t died as everyone believes,” he said.

      No one listened; he was, after all, a man who could hardly steer his wheelchair, let alone put his wig on straight. What would he know?

      Besides, their favorite scene was about to start.

      “That Fanny is alive and plotting,” said the Librarian.

      “Shhhh, she’s about to enter,” hissed a reader.

      “Who?” said Manifesto the Great.

      The chairman looked at his leader. “That woman . . . you know.”

      “Again?” Manifesto the Great’s face lit up.

      The Librarian eyed the ten men poised about the table, waiting for that woman to appear like she was the second coming.

      If that lot thought they could pull the wool over the women’s eyes, they were stupider than the whole feed-women-mush idea.

      “The women are educating themselves,” he said, “grouping together, and they are not going to take mush lying down.”

      A reader yawned. “No one said anything about lying down.”

      A few chuckled then stopped as that woman sauntered onto the screen again.

      Manifesto the Great sighed; he had never seen anything like her before.

      “She’s big on earth,” said the chairman.

      “I can see that,” said Manifesto the Great.

      “She says what others only dare to think,” said a voice from the back.

      Manifesto the Great stared at the mirror as Mae West, brandishing a cigarette, eyed her man.

      “What’s the good of resisting temptation? There will always be more,” she said.

      Manifesto the Great sighed. “She can hang out my smalls any time.”

      “Hang out your smalls?” snapped the Librarian. “The women will be hanging out more than that if you don’t take some action.”

      “Why don’t you have a nice cup of tea?” said the chairman with a stiff smile at the Librarian.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            JACK AND JOHN

          

          “It is no-nonsense bossing that is the making of a ruler.”—Scribed at the feet of a headless statue

        

      

    

    
      A few months later . . .

      Jack and John were pondering their future in the laundry of the institute, a noisy place where few ventured.

      While toying with out-of-date sandwiches, they stared out of the shoebox of a window.

      Jack sniffed his milky tea then stirred in sugar while John, pulling gristle from his “meat” sandwich, moaned about the drop in quality.

      “You’d never get this on the other side,” he said.

      “Can’t remember the other side; it’s so long,” said Jack.

      He sipped his tea, then pulled a “stewed to buggery” face.

      “On the other side was filet meat and crispy rolls,” said John.

      “Pfff, may as well ask for a gold-plated mirror as a crispy roll in this dump,” said Jack. “Or a shag.”

      John choked on his tea.

      Jack and John were the only two men from the city who had ventured past the trading post into the outlands, albeit masked and drugged.

      Memories of their seed extraction in the shed kept them awake at night. A heady mixture of pain, pleasure, and knock-knock jokes flitted in and out of their dreams like a black-and-white noir thirties film.

      At first, they tried to tell of their ordeal but found being laughed at as painful as the thought of seed extraction with no numbing hemp tea. It seemed the Aliens’ idea of having any idea of technology was as plausible to the institute as a headless statue receiving flowers.

      After all, the Aliens ate with their hands, and they were women—sort of.

      Jack peered out the window at the backside of the courtyard of greatness; a mechanical bird flitted onto the headless statue, depositing a watery dropping, followed by a squawk.

      Jack watched as the dark fluid slid down the side of the statue’s muscular arm. “If only they knew,” he sighed.

      “Knew what?” said John with a disgusted toss of his sandwich.

      The bird jumped out of the way of the bread torpedo.

      “The truth about the shed,” said Jack.

      “We don’t know about the truth of the shed,” said John.

      “We know they took our seed,” said Jack.

      “Yes, but why?” said John.

      Silence . . .

      This was the part they always stopped at—the “why.”

      In the good old days, before they were incarcerated for being “nut jobs,” Jack and John had been caretakers of the turtle, in charge of its to-ing and fro-ing.

      The turtle collected hormones. For what, they had no idea, let alone how it collected the stuff, but once the turtle escaped under their watch, they had to find, follow, and cover up.

      Which was a great plan until kidnapped by the women from the outlands.

      The so-called Aliens . . .

      Now, years later, John wondered what actually happened and if he knew it could lead to something better, or at least to their old life of decent caffeine and gristle-free sandwiches.

      The two watched a mechanical bird leaving more droppings on the headless statue.

      They spent several years in the institute answering to such names as “looney” and “fruit loop.”

      Ignored as losers and useless, they could wander the garden, the corridors, and the kitchen eavesdropping to their hearts’ content.

      It seemed that women were as discontented as they were.

      Manifesto the Great, inspired by She Done Him Wrong, a Mae West film that had many a man on the edge of his seat, had come up with the Mae West prototype robot.

      The idea of voluptuous mechanical beings bending over, washing baskets while cracking jokes appealed to men, apart from the Librarian, but no one listened to him.

      What would a man in a wheelchair and an absurd amount of old fashion wigs know about women?

      The women, however, took one look at a robot that could saunter better than they could fluff a cushion and drew up the drawbridge. She hardly inspired “shagging,” especially when she made more mess than cleared.

      How could any woman worth a soybean “bed-dive” when the robot designed for bed-making made it messier than an orgy?

      Bed diving, like fishing, barbecuing, and a good old-fashioned hen-chasing, was off the table.

      Men had as much chance of “a good seeing to” as a robot had a day off.

      “Do you remember the good old days?” said John.

      “Good old days? I can’t even remember what I had for breakfast,” said Jack. “My memory is as buggered as this so-called tea.”

      “You say that every time,” said John.

      “Do I?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, that’s what comes of taking tablets,” said Jack.

      “We’re not on any,” said John.

      “We’re not?” said Jack.

      “No,” said John.

      “Maybe we should be,” laughed Jack.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Four

          

          
            AGGIE

          

          “The handing over of things has nothing to do with hands.”—Aggie

        

      

    

    
      Manifesto the Great stared into the dark. He couldn’t see a thing except for a few flecks of light through the porous hemp sack shoved over his head.

      He huffed, inhaling the hemp fumes, and stumbled.

      Tork grabbed his arm, ignoring Maisie’s “typical” look.

      “Must we go through this every time?” said Manifesto the Great.

      “Imperative,” said Maisie with a rough, steading gesture about his back.

      “I am the leader, you know,” said Manifesto the Great.

      “Only in the city,” snapped Tork.

      Manifesto the Great stumbled on.

      “I liked it better when she snuck into the city,” he muttered.

      “Yeah, well, that’s not gonna happen, is it?” snapped Tork.

      “Pulling the hemp over that Librarian’s eyes always tickled me.”

      “Hardly a reason to move her, is it?” said Tork.

      “I know,” he sighed.

      Manifesto the Great shuffled his feet along the rocky path; the terrain had changed, a new path, just as he had familiarized himself with the old one. It was all part of their so-called “keep him in the dark” tactics.

      “I could get Manifesto the Great’s footman to transport her,” said Manifesto the Great. “Some of them are excellent drivers.”

      “A transporter out here?” Maisie snorted a jeer.

      “Why not?” said Manifesto the Great.

      He stumbled again . . .

      “Shit!”

      Tork made as if to grab the leader and missed as Manifesto the Great tripped, crashing to his knees with a loud “son of sperm.”

      “Mind,” said Tork.

      “Bit late for that,” snapped Manifesto the Great.

      Tork and Maisie pulled him to his feet and waited as he brushed himself off.

      “A transport out here is as useful as a bee in a shed,” said Maisie.

      “Very poignant,” said Manifesto the Great with an exaggerated knee rub.

      “A bird in a bucket,” said Maisie.

      “I get the picture,” he huffed.

      “May as well put a jar over its head and let it suffocate,” said Maisie.

      “I said I get it!” snapped the leader. “Just because I’ve got a bag over my head doesn’t mean my brain’s hibernating.”

      “I mean, what good is a transport with no roads?” said Maisie.

      The leader stood to attention. “I know that!”

      He stopped. “I could get the jack-of-all-trades to—you know, build a road.”

      “All they do is strike,” snapped Tork.

      “And blabber,” said Maisie, “like that friggin’ footman.”

      “Yes, well, I sorted that, didn’t I?” said Manifesto the Great.

      “Sorted it? It took three footmen raids and several settler attacks before you sorted it. We’ve had to move camp more times than the Librarian changes his wigs.”

      Manifesto the Great said nothing.

      The last footman to accompany Manifesto the Great blabbed big-time, which led to several midnight raids, depleting the Alien’s farm stock and the Aliens resettling.

      “We’re in the middle of nowhere thanks to your so-called civilized men,” said Maisie.

      “Okay, so they were a little zealous,” huffed Manifesto the Great.

      “Zealous? If they knew where we lived, our colony would be buggered.”

      Manifesto the Great sighed. He hated it when Tork was right, let alone Maisie; she could really rub it in.

      Manifesto the Great continued to walk; the ground changed from rocky to sand, he was nearly there . . .

      He stumbled on hearing the crackle of the campfire, the muttering of the Aliens; then, he heard a familiar cough.

      His foot fumbled over a rock, his leg crashed into a log seat, and before he found his balance, Tork pushed him into a seat as Maisie, like a magician revealing a rabbit, pulled his head bag off.

      The leader wiped the sweat from his face and breathed in the fresh air.

      His eyes adjusted to the firelight as he caught the fiery eyes of an elderly woman with sun-bleached skin and hair down her back.

      For a moment, he smiled; the cloak-and-dagger journey—the skinned knees forgotten.

      “Mother,” he whispered.

      Her eyes fluttered open.

      His face softened.

      Over the years, Manifesto the Great had come to appreciate his mother, despite their differences of opinion. She was a haven of rationality, a retreat from the readers and their stupid ideas, and he wanted to savor every moment.
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        * * *

      

      The readers, poised for their morning meeting in the room with a view, watched the chairman prepare his notes.

      He looked up and sighed.

      “How long before that bozo arrives?” he snapped.

      The readers shifted uncomfortably.

      “How long is a piece of pulling rope?” a reader laughed nervously.

      An oaf-like footman coughed. “He is saying goodbye, sir.”

      “Saying goodbye to what?” said the chairman. “His virginity?”

      “No, sir, it’s a family thing,” said the oaf-like footman.

      The readers threw Manifesto the Great’s footman a “shut it” look.

      “A family thing? What is he, a character in a Victorian melodrama?” said the chairman.

      “Sir, melodramas are as out-of-date as flappers; it’s musicals now watched.” The oaf-like footman paused with a questioning raised eyebrow. “Mae West?”

      “So, you’re telling me our leader is in a musical?” said the chairman.

      “No, sir, he is saying goodbye to his mother,” said the oaf of a footman.

      The chairman spat out his caffeine.

      The readers said nothing.

      “Did you know about this?” he choked.

      The readers nodded.

      “We have a meat black market running rife, butchers under attack paying protection money, and our leader is saying goodbye to our enemy?” He eyeballed the committee with his best glare. “Did you not think to tell me?”

      “He said not to,” said a small voice from the back.

      The chairman flashed him a look.

      “They are hardly enemies, sir; they are the field workers. We’d be lost without them,” said the oaf-like footman.

      The chairman huffed. “But they haven’t solved the four-legged problem, have they?”

      Silence.

      “Our leader is in the outer lands.” The chairman shook his head. “He could be kidnapped.”

      “And would that be such a bad thing?” said the small voice.

      The chairman stopped. Is that Manifesto the Great’s footman?

      He looked at his comrades.

      They waited.

      “Well, I guess not,” he muttered.
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        * * *

      

      Aggie snuggled into her blanket.

      “Before you say anything, I’m not coming back with you. I don’t want to die in that city.”

      She stopped to catch her breath.

      “This is my home.”

      She gasped for air.

      Tork placed an inhaler cone over her nose; she breathed in the hemp fumes.

      The leader waited.

      Her eyes softened in a “thank you” look at Tork.

      Tork removed the inhaler cone.

      Aggie looked at her son.

      “What have you been eating?”

      “Just the usual,” said the leader.

      “You look puffy, smell a bit . . . off,” said Aggie.

      Manifesto the Great sniffed his armpits. “Do I?”

      “You’ve been overdoing the meat again, haven’t you?”

      “It’s the new breed of hens,” said the leader. “Ten days, and they’re ready to roast.”

      “You’re roasting birds now?” she coughed.

      “Well, yes, we have to roast something.”

      Tork offered the inhaler; she brushed her aside.

      “I can bring you one,” said Manifesto the Great. “They fatten up like a balloon. There’s so much flesh they can hardly walk.”

      “What’s wrong with a potato?” said Aggie.

      “It’s hardly juicy,” said the leader.

      “Juice’s more important than the survival of the planet?” said Aggie.

      “I do my best to eat the odd nuts, but I need real flesh to think and lead the city.”

      She mumbled something about Cat’s ability to think on seeds
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