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

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

They worshipped the man in the temple, serving him endlessly

But little did they know, of his actual identity
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  THE MESSAGE
Waves splashed and rolled onto the white sandy beach, dampening the soft grains, and wild palm trees sprouted up into the air further back from the shoreline, reaching for the faultless clear blue sky. The Andaman Islands are paradisiacal in every way, and this one was no different. It was a clique almost, an unspoiled stretch of natural habitat that would take anyone’s breath away. 
Further down the beach, however, things were a little more surreal. Rows of dark, skeletal bodies were assembled along the terrain, all standing upright and erect under the blazing hot sun. There were at least a hundred of them, all completely still, each one with a manic, delirious look in their eye with their spear down by their side. Identical in their posture, man or woman, each one held a bony hand high up in the air in a frozen salute. It was as though a pause button had been pressed, each and every one of them glued in position.
Had there been anyone around to observe this bizarre ritual, they would not only have been shocked by the apparent randomness of it all, but the sheer sight of their hands would’ve stunned them into a stupor. There was something very freakish and unnatural about their hands, for the fingers were excessively long and spindly, shooting up into the air like long, stiff tentacles. This was mirrored behind them in the form of a large monument sticking out of the dirt and sand, a bamboo structure with its own five digits. This elongated hand symbol clearly held some kind of importance for them, so much so that they’d tied twigs to their fingers to enhance their salutes.
A peculiar sound was resonating through the warm, humid air around them while they stood in their poses, coming from each of their mouths:
‘hhhmmm…click…hhhmmm…click’
It was a deep humming sound, punctuated by a series of clicks. This, too, was obviously of some importance to them for they indulged in the activity with focus and perseverance, reeling off the hums and clicks with clear-cut precision.
This clan, this tribe, had been in their positions for hours, the various men and women holding their aching, withered arms up in the air the whole time, but they were nowhere near done yet. This frightful ceremony would continue until the sun sank down towards the horizon and the light faded away, and then, and only then, would they disassemble their frail, malnourished bodies, pick up their spears, and disappear back into the thick tangle of trees from which they’d emerged.

      [image: image-placeholder]Orange lantern light flickered and danced against the canopy of leaves in the heart of the jungle, causing an array of shadows to bounce and skitter about the place. Up above, through the gaps in the trees, stars twinkled against a jet-black sky. All eyes were on the large stone temple, its chunky steps and ancient blocks of masonry decorated with homemade lanterns burning brightly. The tribe’s ceremony had now entered stage two, and they were lined up in a similar fashion as before but without their augmented fingers. Their arms were down by their sides now as they stood at the base of the temple steps, but they still stood with the upright posture of a grenadier guard. Hunger and fatigue was visibly eating away at each and every one of them, the whites of their eyes shot with red veins and their rib cages protruding out from their skin. It was close to four a.m. now, and they hadn’t eaten a thing all day, nor had they had much rest from the prolonged rituals they’d been putting themselves through. Every now and then, a dull thud would interrupt the low cacophony of hums and clicks as a body hit the floor from exhaustion, a weakened member fainting after reaching their physical limit.
Upon close inspection, there seemed to be something contradictory about the tribe; something about their appearance didn’t make sense. Their skin reeked from the weeks-old grime and dirt that clung to it, their clothes were little more than rags, and their teeth and nails were falling apart, but every single member, females included, had neat hair that was trimmed to perfection. This inconsistency was odd, bordering on comical, as though they were imitating someone else’s style.
Movement from within the temple caused a stir among the group. A figure became visible through one of the windows, a dark silhouette set against more lanterns that were flickering away inside. With slow, careful movements, they walked onto the outside landing, paused for a few seconds, then made their way down the chunky stone steps towards the rows of delirious onlookers. The atmosphere around the temple had now completely transformed, and it seemed as though everyone was waiting for this mysterious person to speak. The man, tall and firmly built, looked out towards the assembled crowd with a blank expression, his smooth features smeared with dirt but otherwise faultless. Like the tribe before him, he too appeared to be something of an oddity. Grease clung to his skin and clothes, but he was otherwise well-trimmed and in good condition. A blond shock of hair was swept across his head, short and neat, and his features had a handsome beauty to them.
He looked out of place standing there under the jungle canopy, but it was clear that the tribe appreciated his presence and held him in an exceptionally high regard. Their cropped hair and rigid posture was obviously an imitation of his looks, and they stared up at him with silent expectation, the hums and clicks long subsided. When he eventually spoke, it was in the tribe’s own language, and he spoke it with perfection, holding their undivided attention the whole time. And the message itself was surely very poignant, for there were gasps and cries of astonishment from all of the rows, with some people even breaking down into tears.
Once the speech was over, the man turned on his heel, then walked back into the temple. As soon as he was out of sight, back in the depths of the old building, the clan broke out of their formation and fell into a state of disarray and panic, thrashing around like headless chickens. Their panic and anxiety was well justified, however, because they’d just been told that a very important visitor would soon be arriving on the island—and it was no less than god himself.
THE ARRIVAL
Chas Youngham was gasping for breath by the time he finally managed to get himself over towards shallow water, coughing and sputtering. He was beyond exhausted and in a deep state of shock, his mind ablaze with traumatic thoughts and images. It looked as though he was safe for the time being, but just a few hours ago he’d witnessed his close friends drowning before his very eyes, so he was hardly in the mood for celebrating. They’d all been on a small boat, him and his three other backpacker friends from England, exploring some rocky caves around the Andaman Islands. They should never have gone out there, not without a guide at least, but in the spirit of young, twenty-something men, they’d ignored the advice of the locals and ventured out to sea to do some amateur exploring. It’d gone well at first, and they’d impressed themselves with their rowing abilities, but as soon as they’d gotten close to the caves, a series of submerged rocks and boulders had ripped the hull of the flimsy boat to pieces, throwing them all out into the unforgiving sea. His friends had died right there in front of him, but somehow, probably due to a mixture of luck and above-average swimming skills, Chas had managed to keep himself above water, eventually washing up on this island.
Wet, disoriented, and bedraggled, he looked around and took in his new surroundings. The island had been nothing more than a blur to him as he’d approached it, a dash of green swishing across his peripheral vision as he thrashed around in the waves of the open sea, but now he could see it all clearly. Under better circumstances, the place would have been beautiful, the unspoiled stretch of pearly-white sand cleaner and purer than anything he’d ever seen, but right now, in this terrified frame of mind, it looked no more welcoming than the raging ocean behind him.
The trees looked too dense and tangled to venture into, so he instead traipsed along the stretch of beach, the scorching heat from the sun instantly drying his clothes. For ten minutes or so, the only sign of life he could see consisted of birds and insects fluttering around the place, but this was about to change. The first thing he detected was a strange sound coming from around the gentle curve of the beach, somewhere just out of sight. He made his way steadily towards it, curious and intrigued. It was like a deep, continuous hum, flowing across the humid air in a low pitch, and the closer he got to it, the more certain he was that it was human in origin. Chas stopped dead in his tracks when he saw the source of the noise. When he saw the large assemblage of people lined up neatly in rows, his jaw dropped and his eyes grew wider. The whole thing could be a mirage, Chas thought as he took in the giant hands reaching up for the sky. But he knew in his heart that this was not true; what he was seeing was very real, no matter how creepy and unsettling it was.
Things erupted very quickly. One of the scrawny-looking figures turned and spotted him, then alerted the others. Within seconds, the tribe had dispersed from their neat, straight rows and were heading towards him, the sound of wild screams and wails replacing the deep hum. Fearing for his life, he turned and sprinted back the way he’d come, his feet sinking into the hot white sand in a nightmarish fashion. The race was lost before it’d even started, however, and he knew it. He was too exhausted to move quickly across the fine grains, too dehydrated to exert energy under the intense rays of the sun, and too baffled by what he’d seen to even concentrate on the task of running. He was on the ground when they reached him, collapsed and defeated. Hands began pulling at him from all directions, dark bodies looming over him and gripping his arms and legs. Chas began to scream and beg for his life, but his hysteria died down after a few moments when he realised that they were not trying to hurt him. They were armed with spears, but they didn’t seem to want to use them. They were too intent on hoisting him up into the air, cheering and laughing, apparently joyful of his presence on the island. Dozens of palms probed him in a crazed frenzy as he was lifted up and carried away, voices squealing all around him in delight. He didn’t put up a fight as he was whisked away towards the trees; he instead surrendered himself to this paroxysm of love and admiration, stretching out upon the carpet of hands in a mixture of wonder and befuddlement.
Lying there, seven feet above the ground with arms and legs akimbo, he watched the intricate network of leaves and branches pass by overhead, thankful for the shade it provided for his sunburnt skin. Brief waves of panic flushed through him every few minutes or so when he thought about the insanity of what was happening to him, but his fatigue plus the apparent benign nature of the crowd kept his fear in relative check.
He remained in this spreadeagled position for some time, hypnotised by the bursts of verdant foliage skimming by above his head, oblivious to the mutterings of the tribe in their foreign language. The experience had become so trippy and ethereal that the dreamy hand of sleep almost had him in its grasp, the ceiling of green coaxing him into unconsciousness like a lullaby to a baby, but just when he was about to give up trying to keep his eyelids open, he felt himself slowing down. The terrain underneath him seemed to suddenly change, the many hands grasping him tighter and more firmly, and when he turned his head to see what was going on, he was confronted by a huge temple standing ominously in front of him, its crumbling stone blocks half-consumed by the ivy and thorns of the jungle. The various men and women below him lowered him to the ground, steadying him as he found his feet, then pointed him in the direction of the tall, antiquated structure.
Before Chas even had a chance to get his wits about him, he was being ushered up a huge set of steps, then coaxed into the building’s shadowy interior. Once inside, he was encouraged to walk towards an elaborate-looking shrine on an elevated platform, which was embellished with numerous decorations. Chas looked up at this shrine through bleary, tired eyes, taking in the elaborate arrangement of lanterns and wooden ornaments. It also didn’t escape his attention that a large hand-like symbol had been painted on the wall in an unknown substance, very similar to what he’d seen on the beach, but he was in no frame of mind to try and work out what it meant. With the roomful of people behind him still urging him on, he climbed up onto the shrine and sat down on the hard floor. Despite the complete lack of any cushions or bedding, there was no doubt in Chas’s mind that he could sleep right there where he was, so he leaned back and stretched himself out on the floor. A series of confused gasps rang out across the room as he did so, however, and the sudden change in the atmosphere in the room told Chas that he was breaking some kind of cultural etiquette. He was far too tired to care, though, the long swim in the volatile ocean having drained him completely.
The last thing Chas saw before drifting off into a deep sleep was the sea of heads watching him from all four corners of the room, their sunken faces aghast. They were watching him with a frightening intensity, hardly taking the time to blink, their dedication and focus completely unfaltering.

      [image: image-placeholder]Chas felt shaky and jittery when he woke up the next morning. His body had gone without food for twenty-four hours, and it was screaming out for nourishment. It took him a few minutes to fully regain consciousness, his eyes straining against the bright morning rays of sun beaming through the windows and cracks in the temple walls. When he felt ready and strong enough, he sat up, leaning on one elbow, and looked across the room. For a second, he thought he was still dreaming, seeing things that weren’t there, his body tensing up with a sudden stab of icy fear. The natives were in their exact same positions, kneeling and sitting on the hard floor, watching his every move. Judging from the bags under their eyes and the gentle rocking of some of their heads, Chas had to presume that they’d been there all night, studying him as he slept.
Overcome with a sudden bout of stage fright, Chas was too scared to move. The dozens of gazes and stares were pressing down upon him, making him anxious and self-conscious, and he felt glued in position. Food and water were becoming an urgent need, however, so he fought through his nerves and fear and rose up to his feet, brushing himself off. He had yet to see anyone from the clan eat anything, but he figured there must be fruit growing somewhere out in the trees, so he climbed down from the shrine and began walking towards the main temple doorway. His actions and movements caused his many admirers to murmur and fidget amongst themselves, and they shuffled around to clear a pathway for him. They then rose to their feet in his wake, grabbing their spears and following him out into the jungle like a herd of sheep.
As Chas greedily gorged on fruit and berries, stuffing handfuls of them into his mouth, he could sense their surprise as they stood a few feet away from him and watched. Do these people not eat? he thought, glancing over at their withered forms. Their behaviour was a mystery to him, but it wasn’t going to stop him feeding himself, so he continued to eat until he could eat no more.
After his much-needed breakfast, Chas walked back to the temple and spent the rest of the morning lying around by the temple steps, flanked on all sides by confused-looking tribe members.
MURRAY
As the days wore on Chas gradually began to feel revitalised. He created a loose routine for himself, sleeping for six hours each night, eating fruit and berries from the jungle during the day, and drinking rainwater collected in appropriately-shaped leaves. After studying the tribe for a longer period of time, Chas realised that they did eat and drink, but they did so guiltily. They seemed to be more concerned about keeping their hair neatly trimmed than they did about keeping themselves nourished, but the exact reason behind this was still unknown.
Their reverence and admiration for him was never ending. The last thing Chas saw each night before he drifted off to sleep was a roomful of motionless forms silently watching him, and it was also the first thing he saw every morning when he woke up. The language barrier prevented any kind of deep communication taking place between them, however, and it was for this reason that Chas was completely oblivious for some time that there was a third party living in the temple. When he first heard the heavy footsteps echoing around an inner corridor one evening, he nearly jumped out of his skin, and he was forced to swiftly investigate.
He was in his usual place when it happened, up on his decorative shrine, and he looked down towards the many faces, looking for some kind of reaction. A plethora of questions ran through his mind upon hearing the sound: Had the tribe heard it? Who could it be? Are they a threat? It was dark, and the flickering shadows cast by the lanterns rattled his nerves and intensified his fear. There were entire sections of the temple that he hadn’t yet seen, several rooms and corridors unexplored, and so as he followed the direction of the sound he was literally walking into the unknown. As always, he had his admiring followers just a few steps behind him, but they seemed to be more interested in watching him than protecting him.
The footsteps stopped after a few minutes, but Chas felt fairly confident that he knew where they’d come from. He turned a few corners, passing crumbling blocks of stone jutting out from the walls here and there, until he spotted a lit-up doorway in the distance. Putting one foot carefully in front of the other, he gingerly approached the illuminated room and peered inside. To his horror, a tall, well-built man was simply standing there, now completely silent and motionless. He was big and fairly stocky, his shoulders firm and intimidating under the soiled rags that hung from them. Chas was instantly freaked out by the sight of him, his demeanour unusual and unsettling. He could only see the back of him from where he stood, but that was enough.
After one or two minutes, he still hadn’t moved an inch, and Chas actually began to wonder whether he might’ve fallen asleep standing up. But his eyes were open, he could just about see that from where he stood in the doorway, so he clearly wasn’t asleep. What’s he doing? What’s he looking at? thought Chas, following the man’s gaze towards the far wall of the room, where nothing was to be seen other than the crude, jagged brickwork. The entire room was empty, in fact, apart from a few dusty piles of rubble here and there, no furniture of any kind.
The sight of this stranger standing there had a peculiar effect on Chas, and after a while he could take no more. He edged away from the room as silently as he could, trying to keep his presence unknown. He suddenly wanted to leave the temple right away, to get away from this odd, intimidating man, but he also knew that he was effectively trapped inside of it. It was pitch black outside, and navigating through the unforgiving terrain of the jungle was simply out of the question. It was hard enough during the day, let alone during the night, and even if he somehow managed to make it to the beach in one piece, he still wouldn’t be able to go any further than that. He looked over towards his followers for some kind of guidance, some kind of clue as to who this man was, but received none; they just continued to crouch further along the passageway, quietly observing him, as always.
Chas decided that he would have to remain in the temple at least until morning, but he would do so cautiously. If he slept at all, he would sleep light, keeping his ears peeled for any sound. He had the comfort of knowing that he wouldn’t be alone, not with his crowd of admirers by his side, but whether they’d defend him or not if push came to shove, he wasn’t quite so sure. They all made way for him as he turned and headed back towards his shrine, their faces twisted with even more confusion than usual.
EPIPHANY
The next morning, Chas was too tired and anxious to eat. He would usually go out to pick fruit shortly after waking up, but he’d hardly slept a wink, and he didn’t feel up to it. Now that he knew that somebody else was residing in the temple, he could think of nothing else. At the first sign of daylight, he’d hurried out of the temple just to get some air and think, and now he was sitting at the top of the temple steps. Just as he was wondering how the two of them had managed to avoid bumping into each other for so long, he heard slow footsteps behind him. When he turned his head, he saw the man walking out of the temple entrance, a nonchalant expression spread across his smooth cheeks. Chas jumped up to his feet, worried that a confrontation was about to take place, but on the contrary, the man hardly seemed to notice him. There was a brief look in his direction, a blank glance over to where he stood, but little more. In the bright light of day, the man looked even stranger. He had a stiffness about him, an awkwardness that oozed from his movements and gestures. He also looked completely out of place on the island, at a total contrast to the natives.
There didn’t seem to be much of a threat, at least not an immediate one, so Chas relaxed slightly as the man stepped towards him. A million questions still ran through his mind, though, the main one being whether or not the man spoke English. When the gap between them had been reduced to about two metres, the man stopped, looking over at Chas with calm, expressionless blue eyes. A few seconds of uneasy silence passed, until Chas finally said:
‘Wh…Who are you?’
‘My name is Murray.’
The man’s voice really threw Chas off balance. His appearance was unsettling enough, but his voice was something else entirely. It was flat and emotionless and didn’t really fit the situation. There was no surprise in his tone, no curiosity at having met somebody else on the island, just a relaxed casualness like he was speaking to somebody on the street who’d asked for the time.
‘And…do you live here on the island?’ asked Chas, when it was clear that he wasn’t going to get asked about his own name.
‘The island is where I reside, yes.’
‘Wh…What are you doing here?’
There was a brief pause while the man absorbed this question, his features completely unreadable.
‘I’m here to study the local plants and fauna.’
‘Really? So you’re a scientist of some kind?’
Another pause, then, ‘Yes, I study natural organisms.’
‘Do you have a team with you? Any coworkers?’
‘I conduct my research alone,’ said the man, still looking at Chas with an expression that bordered on boredom. There was yet another brief pause, then he said, ‘If you’ll excuse me, I have to attend to certain matters.’
‘Err, yes, of course,’ muttered Chas, stepping aside so Murray could make his way down the big stone steps.
Chas was curious about the relationship between Murray and the tribe. He watched as the man walked down towards them all, strolling along with his
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