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Prologue
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When Jake awoke, he was wearing a kilt of kelp and nothing else. His left leg was slashed pretty bad. The blood had naturally coagulated, leaving shiny ribbons of red and brown across his quads and calves. He had a vague memory, a distorted recollection of being turned over in a never-ending spin cycle before completely blacking out.

He figured, judging from his coarse stubble, that he was a male adult but how he came to be lying on a sandy beach in nothing but a seaweed skirt was still unknown. His head hurt. It was a nauseating pain which wormed its way from his temples to his forehead and the back of his eyes.

He clambered to his feet the way the living dead unceremoniously rise from their earthen graves, and was embarrassed to find his oceanic apparel loosening itself to reveal his pallid bottom and shrivelled manhood.

Making a thwarted attempt to stand he found his left leg dragging him back to the sands.  The second attempt was a little more successful. He maintained verticality a few seconds before again tumbling to the ground. Pausing a few seconds he tried a third time, aware from some hitherto cognitively dormant part of his brain that the definition of insanity was repeating the same thing over and over and expecting different results. He smiled despite himself as more thoughts surfaced, the square root of 9 is 3 and 1 is a prime number and cows have multiple stomachs. Suddenly the random conceptual assortment began to develop into a rational explanation, a kind of realisation which went some way to defining his circumstances.

He was on a beach, he was naked, he was alone. So far this lucid mental trajectory was serving him well. In front of him stood a row of palm trees. To the east and west more sand was punctuated by small jagged rocks. Behind him, a giant expanse of water, possibly the Mediterranean judging by the muggy climate sapping him of what little energy he still had. His name began with “J” and he’d been on his way to...the train of thought halted, the dump valves on the carriages of thought hissing loudly and increasing his headache twofold. Like a TV set, his thoughts were the channels and the intermittent interference his mind tuning into those thoughts. Another smile emerged from under the layers of pain. Perhaps this smile would at some time evolve into a laugh, if only he could make sense of the mental melee bombarding his brain.  
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After wrapping some of the kelp around his leg wound in what constituted a crude semi-permeable bandage, he sat back in a small divot created where the high tide had eroded the sand. The receding water had a hypnotic effect, pulsing rhythmically. It was akin to a metronome signalling the perpetual life force of the ocean. A gull screeched from some far-off section of sky, answered only by the white noise of the waves. But beyond this there was an inexplicable stillness to the air almost as if existence had a pause button or a selective muting feature.

Jake’s mind had made the Herculean jump from an entanglement of disjointed facts to a state of full realisation, full comprehension that this situation was both not good and practically impossible to escape. He didn’t need to know much more than that, at least for now...

Some auxiliary part of his brain had established his full name was Jake Reddings, but this was presently inconsequential like remembering the football score from a game three seasons ago. Of course, as his mindset evolved beyond merely being a sieve for incoming sensory information, he began to recall a well-known paradigm relevant to human survival, a pyramid of requirements, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.

It was this school of thought which stated in black and white that he needed food and water if he were going to live. This, although admittedly an insubstantial revelation, was enough for him to make a third attempt at standing up, this time with more success. He found his view across the beach had also improved. From this elevation he could see a slight curvature in the shore, like the yellow beak of a parrot. Perhaps this was a small island, one of the many thousand uncharted islands populating the Mediterranean Sea. 

He could do two things with that conclusion: the first would be to further this theory by checking for any inhabitants, perhaps an indigenous population living in the brush. The second would be to slump back down dejectedly and dwell on the futility of his situation. It was after all very unlikely that any vessel might pass here if indeed the island remained uncharted, and as for air traffic, the sky was a blank canvas with not even a cloud populating its uninterrupted blue.

He decided on the former of the two options. Perhaps in discovering life he would also discover help or food or water. Then again, came the childlike area of his brain, what if there were monsters in the brush, cannibals in the briar, undiscovered beasts lurking in the dappled shadows of the jungle canopy? He admonished himself for such infantile conclusions, such unfounded reasoning and yet some part of him must have believed it for his stomach muscles had clenched in nervous anticipation.
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At first it was hard to traverse the sand. He could only bear little weight on his left side lest he was struck by sharp shots of pain, fleeting jolts of debilitating agony. As he reached the treeline and its consequent shade, he came across a stick which he fashioned into a walking pole. This ingenuity, if it continued, would serve him well. He was uncertain if he possessed any innate or learned survival skills. If he could remember his prior occupation or even from which area of the world he hailed from, then maybe he could recall if he were versed in the ways of nature. As it stood, everything was going to have to be improvised and he was going to test each of his impromptu theories on the go in this sick little game show.

As he touched the bough of the nearest tree, he suddenly realised they were not palms. To start with, they didn’t have overlapping spines on the outer sheath of the tree (something that he recalled reminded him of the scales of a dragon when he was young). There were no coconuts hanging from between the broad leaves, but then not all palm trees had to hold coconuts or pertain to the same textured bark. Damn this void in his knowledge. He felt as if he’d been reborn, whittled down to a primordial state to rediscover for himself every fascinating secret upon the Earth. This could have potentially been an interesting slant on things had his survival not been predicated on knowing these things in advance.

There were no discernible paths through the undergrowth, just natural gaps between the boughs, shrubs, thistles and thorns. The ground sloped slightly as it dipped towards a dried river bed. He knew it to be an inlet or a river from the glistening sediment on the bed. He recalled the term “sediment” from a long-ago memory linked to GCSE science class.

A transitory retrospective glance to a time sat in a large exam hall surfaced in his mind. A wall mounted clock ticked away the seconds as a strict adjudicator threaded his way between desks looking for anyone who dared pass notes, his face pixilated as if it had been edited out of the memory. The recollection seemed to cease after that, serving only to remind him that he had once gone to school. He assumed he already knew that from such facts as “one” being a prime number- a fact most likely gleaned from a background in education.

He wished he recalled more facts, not just ones grounded in numeracy. Ones perhaps a little more relevant to his current predicament. Did he have any botanical or horticultural knowledge, for instance? And if he didn’t, how did he know those words unless they were merely the result of his rapidly blossoming vocabulary.

He surveyed his surroundings, picking a route based on the easiest gradient. His leg was throbbing and the thought of ascending any steep hill was out of the question. He found himself musing about the island’s wildlife. It seemed apparently obvious that he was in a tropical environment known for deadly insects and arachnids. He figured his ability to identify venomous species might come under an innate defence system sourced from a Neanderthalic genetic line, the hunter/gatherer genes retained from early man. He wasn’t completely sure about that but it was a comforting theory none the less.

He eventually reached a glade where he sat on a felled log and massaged the welt in his leg and the undulating pain in his head. He deduced that his headache was caused by dehydration, dehydration from a lack of fluid, and the best fluid was water or as science class had taught him H2O, this felt like a significant revelation on par with recognising insectile predators or identifying geographical features like a dried river bed. He could use this information.

Perhaps he could fashion a device to catch raindrops but then again there were no clouds. Maybe he could double back to the shore and take a big scoop of sea water to quench his thirst. Something didn’t feel right about that. Didn’t the consumption of sea water send you bat shit crazy? Wasn’t that the way most lost explorers ended up meeting their maker? So, he’d have to find a suitable water source inland, a spring or something.

He then began grappling with the theoretical dimensions of the island. Was this going to be a place he was traversing for days, maybe even weeks? Or had he already reached the centre of the land mass? What was its acreage, and for that matter how big was an acre? How would he calculate that from ground level? Perhaps if he found someone else on the island he might be able to establish some answers.

He was unsure whether it was the result of hunger pangs, dehydration or just the intense psychologically damaging effects of being essentially marooned but he was walking a lot slower. The pain in his leg was becoming unbearable, and he was certain though he couldn’t say why, that his sore had the potential of turning gangrenous like a soldier’s open wounds on the battle field. This felt like a historical reference or perhaps he had served time in the military and this was just a retained piece of knowledge, a remnant of basic training. No, there would be more than that. He would remember what battalion he served in, after all, didn’t they always press details like that into the new recruits like a badge of honour?

Technically he could define himself as being anything he wanted. He could create a new identity, who’d check? It wasn’t like his previous occupation and social standing was tattooed onto his body somewhere. He could have been an astronaut or a stuntman or any number of positions fantasized by kids when their French lessons were dragging on. He might have been a doctor. That would explain his quick and decisive bandaging of the wound. It would also go some way to explaining how he knew he needed to drink water and that only fresh would do. Then again, those items of knowledge were pretty generic like answers in a pub quiz.

His head still hurt, pulsing with the onslaught of revelatory information colliding with the inside of his cranium. He calculated he’d walked for about three hours. This was a rough estimate based on the deepening hue of the sky, the incremental drop in temperature and the distance covered. It was therefore a little disheartening to see that it appeared he had already reached the other side of the island...the south or the north shore depending on what compass direction he had started in. It was the same featureless bay save or the rock pools and wait...what was that embedded in the sand?

He hobbled over, momentarily forgetting the pain, excitement working like a transient anaesthetic. He picked up the foreign object. It looked out of place amid the natural surroundings. For a start it was manufactured. It was a tin with a ring pull and a label which read “pineapple chunks in syrup”. He somehow knew this would taste sweet, maybe even refreshing depending on the temperature of the can. He pulled the ring and emptied the viscous, chunk filled liquid into his awaiting mouth. It matched his expectations, satisfying both hunger and thirst. It immediately gratified, like a cooling balm on a burning wound. Then came a stream of questions, questions formed by his inherently inquisitive nature. Where had this come from? Was it connected in some way to why he was on this island? Was it the key to getting off?
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A gull screeched overhead but this time he imagined it was an aerial paper air plane flying acrobatically just above the ocean waves. The bird knew there were fish below the surface, and fish could be a form of sustenance, information which could prove useful if for any reason he was stuck here for a prolonged period of time. That’s when a pang of fear tightened his insides, coiling his innards with anew and terrifying thoughts. What if he was stuck here for days, weeks, even months? What if there was no hope of ever leaving this place, ever returning to...to what? That was just it, he didn’t know. How could one aim for a target they didn’t know, for an indiscernible and potentially unattainable goal? It was an exercise in futility.

He shivered as a cold wind blew off the sea brining with it veils of salty spray. This evoked a memory, not a particularity vivid one, just a collection of mental images of a family vacation on a beach in France. He thought it was France but then it could really be anywhere. The faces of his family were obscured, the way a TV channel edits out the profile of those not wishing to be identified. He tried desperately to look passed the pixelated covering, maybe catch enough of their facial features to ignite another memory but to no avail.

Up ahead, the rock formed a small cove, shelter for the night perhaps. Then again it could be cold. He’d need to start a fire. How was it the Neanderthals created fire in the brush? The friction induced from rubbing two dried twigs together, and of course he’d need to find kindling, dried grass or shrubs which would keep the fire burning.

He’d check out the cover first, establish it was empty and make sure it didn’t flood when the tide was in. How would he know that? There would be watermarks on the walls, discernible signs on the stone, he’d be able to tell, he was sure of it...
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The inside was almost pitch black. The kind of palpable darkness that hangs heavy in the air, potentially concealing any number of predators. He felt his way blindly along the passage walls, surprised at how deep the cover extended. It wasn’t merely a shallow ledge dug out of a cliff but a fully evolved tunnel complete with turns. Stalactite formations scraped his head whilst jagged rock protrusions tore at his arms and legs. He must have been at least ten meters in, now no longer able to see the light from the outside. There was an incessant dripping like a leaky faucet, it echoed in the interior acoustics. He was tempted to call out, make some verbal enquires but that seemed a little foolish. He’d be announcing his location for a start and right now he was unarmed and injured, a combination which made him very vulnerable.

The passage opened into a ventricular chamber. The source of the dripping water identified itself as tiny rivulets trickling down into a shallow pool. The passage ceased here and to his very great relief, he had not come across anything that could prove a threat. The environment itself had taken a fair bit out of him but if he escaped with mere superficial grazing he would consider himself very fortunate.

He began to backtrack, his only real plan to gather wood and kindling and prepare for a night in the cove. Would it not serve a much more useful purpose to ignite a signal fire in sight of any passing ships or planes? Maybe craft an SOS on the sand out of rocks and twigs, fifty feet high and a hundred feet wide. Even as he considered this, it seemed a much more viable option to prepare for the night.

He was tired. It was a fatigue that had sneaked up on him but it was undeniable, unshakable. A good night’s rest would go far in alleviating it, but that wasn’t the complete solution. No, the complete solution would be finding someone to vent all these thoughts and emotions to. “An ear to bend” as the expression went. It would be such an unburdening just to be able to release this evolving stream of consciousness in one long verbal tirade like a prolonged exhalation of the lungs. The subsequent relief would be unparalleled like morphine for the pain of existence.

It then occurred to him as he searched about the brush for suitable kindling that he didn’t need another person to listen to his nonsensical ramblings. In fact, he was born with a perfectly sculpted set of ears and as the thoughts were coming, they were surprising him. Every new revelation was a surprise.

“Thank God,” he said. “Thank you for giving me the means to speak.”

“That’s quite alright,” he found himself answering and then stopped. No, he wasn’t about to divide his personalities into characters through which to have a dialogue. He wasn’t bipolar, or was he insane, he could still distinguish fantasy from reality.

I will talk to myself he decided, and respond as myself, that is the only logical and acceptable way of doing this. Otherwise I”m keeping my mouth shut and letting this insane train of thoughts pass unspoken. That way no one can label me mad although of course to be labelled mad by someone, someone other than myself would have to exist. I mean I could label myself, but then there was nothing to compare it to and it was merely a matter of subjective opinion. For example am I mad now? Is the very process of self-analysing a sign of mental deterioration?

“No,” he answered, “You’re not mad, in fact you have gained a higher level of consciousness. A kind of understanding above understanding. A lot of people want to attain this but they can’t because it’s divine, you are divine.”

“I am divine.”

“Yes.”

“Then perhaps tracing my origin to establish understanding is futile. If I’m divine, I must also be begotten, accountable to no form but my own. There can only be one God so it is written and I am that God. It then goes without saying that I am invincible, I was not created therefore I cannot be destroyed. I am merely a product of me.”

“Yes.”

“Then why am I still hungry? I shouldn’t be feeling a base sensation like hunger if indeed I am a deity...that’s absurd, and then again did God not visit Earth in human form as his son Jesus Christ? Is this my second coming?”

Jake moved back into the cove with some natural materials to start a fire. It didn’t occur to him at that precise moment to question why he could not just start a fire by the mere thought of it; as God everything was possible and he was God incarnate.

He rubbed the sticks together but was unable to avail himself of a fire. It was a sobering moment, like when as a child you realise you can’t fly and you come tumbling down from your elevated perch like some uncoordinated rock. Perhaps he was a fledgling god if such a concept existed. Perhaps his abilities, much like his evolving consciousness was required to develop over time. A child couldn’t master a magician’s skill set on the first try, in the same way his new powers, his new abilities would take time to manifest wholly.

“Patience brother.”

“I know, I know, it’s just blooming frustrating.”

His voice echoed back to him, reverberating off the stone walls in tones an octave lower than his original voice. It was an obscure distortion but it made him think, If only for a moment. Was it really okay to be talking aloud? Should his narration not be internalised lest human ears should pick up on it and begin documenting it in some kind of second bible? No, it was his responsibility to spread wisdom and he who listened was wise. He was like the book of Proverbs. Gold left his tongue and if it hit the ear of a recipient history was made. Was that not how knowledge was accumulated and later studied? Would scholars decipher his rants one day and unlock new and insightful facts about the universe around them?

“Patience,” he said once again. “Let’s first master this fire.”

He was unfortunately never able to produce heat and instead lay curled up in the foetal position for most of the night, shivering. When he awoke his joints were stiff, he had a cough developing in his chest and his leg wound was beginning to smell, though that was perhaps psychological, he was pretty sure that could happen. He might call himself a ship to be taken from this island now in the same way the gods descended Mount Olympus. His time here was complete, he must visit his people.

The rain hit him hard when he left the cove. It stung his head and cheeks. It appeared to be churning the sea into some kind of frenzy, sending froth like white fireworks into the air. The leaves on the trees were blowing widely and Jake found himself once again fearing his predicament.

“It’s just a test.”

“Yes, I know, a season for everything and all that...”

“Indeed. Head back to the other shores, I have something for you.”

Jake began trekking back through the jungle area, this time his decisive movements cutting the journey in half. When he reached the other shore, the rain had abated, the storm clouds had dispersed and slender slivers of sunlight were poking through.
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There on the beach was a container, a wooden container. It was sealed but he knew he could open it with a rock or something. He hobbled over, wincing as the pain in his leg threatened to topple him. He found a jagged rock and began pressing it into the corners of the box until with a triumphant splintering of the wood the container fell apart, unfolding like a wooden Venus fly trap.

Within were more tinned goods, fortunately of the ring pull variety. There were also bottles of water and, what was that? Scotch! He had hit the jackpot, his loyal subjects had provided for him.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, tuck in, you deserve it.”

He needed no more of an invitation. The food was moreish and it didn’t even enter his mind to ration the supplies, he would be given more, the way the Israelites were given manna from Heaven.

There was another crate further down the beach. This one lay toppled and half opened. A number of comb-bound folders were spilling out of the bottom. Their laminated fronts had kept them from any substantial water damage and allowed the text inside to remain legible. He hurried over. Crouching down he picked one up.

“What is this?” he asked, but of course he didn’t have the answer, not yet, some mysteries were not revealed right away. He leafed through the document, mouthing the words he was reading. They were case files. There were passport size photos attached to many of the files. He recognised some of these people, he was sure of it. The young mother of four, the Mexican cartel boss, the sales clerk, yes, he had encountered all of these people before.

“But what significance are they to you?”

“I’m not sure perhaps they are my disciples, perhaps I am tasked with bringing them back together.”

He continued to read. The details of the cases began to jog vague memories, ring distant bells in his mind. Why would he know these people and their cases? Were they televised or maybe...? He saw a photo of a young black-haired man in an Armani suit. His name was Jake Redding, he was a San Francisco lawyer of ten years, he was in fact quite established.

“It’s a trick.”

“No, I don’t think it is. It certainly explains why I seem to remember all these things about these people.”

“You remember them because you created them, remember, you’re God, God the creator of all things.”

“Hold on a moment, if that’s true then why am I here alone?”

“You’re not alone, you got me, turn around and look.”

Jake swivelled round and noticed a tiny black animal no bigger that a rat but stood on its hind legs. It had a pair of crescent eyes and the horns of a ram.

“You’re never alone, Jake,” it said, and then disappeared.

Jake shuddered, suddenly feeling the effects of the damp on his skin. Perhaps he’d fashion a leafy garment he could wear. This was after all post Adam and Eve; shame was a very real thing. He gathered the remaining tins and some of the folders he had left to read and headed to the treeline. He remained near enough to the shore that he could see if any vessel passed him by. Right now he wasn’t too worried about signalling them down, he was more concerned about this identity crises and the nature of that small black horned creature he had seen on the beach.

As he sat there pondering these many anomalies, he began wondering if he could construct a kind of crude raft. One that would allow him to travel beyond the sand bar and out to sea. Did it increase his chances of being rescued if he left this island or were his efforts better utilised creating that Giant SOS sign he had pictured earlier.

He waited to see if a voice, his own or someone else’s, would answer the question for him. No such luck, in fact dead silence, no wind, no waves, no gulls, just a pause in time itself.

“Work it out, some things you have to work out for yourself, it’s how you grow.”

“It’s how you grow,” he replied mockingly.

“Bah humbug, that’s what I say. I want off this infernal island and out of my infernal head. I’m going stir-crazy here.”

He was answered by silence once again, prompting him to start looking for the materials to construct a raft. It would be hewn from buoyant wood but then weren’t all woods buoyant? He wasn’t completely sure. Balsa, pine, mahogany, oak, beech, they all had different qualities. There were hard and soft woods but then where did the wood of a palm tree fit in? He didn’t have the tools to be felling any logs so instead he looked about the ground, hoping that maybe there would be some wide branches or already felled logs that he could sculpt into some kind of platform big enough to carry him and his food supplies and his folders. Of course it was paramount he carried these folders; the information contained within was of the utmost importance. He wished he knew why they were important though.

By what he calculated as midday he had gathered enough wood to begin stringing the individual pieces together with vine or other types of long rope-like plants. He was sure he had seen it before. It turned out vegetation snapped, not right away but when forced to hold the weight of the wood. It also turned out that transporting any form of the finished product was incredibly difficult. Not only did it break apart but it weighed a ton, and Jake felt physically drained. So escape was not an option and so far the only inhabitants of the island he’d come across were the persistent gull and the black thing on the shore, and to the latter he questioned the nature of its existence.

Mirages were not only created in the desert nor did they have to represent water but in this case maybe he had moved onto a lower level of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Maybe he was now entering the need for companionship. This black form was a materialisation of that need and nothing else. He had been certain that he was fulfilled by his conversation. His once interior monologue had now evolved into a budding vocal dialogue, but no, he now had to face facts. Loneliness was a cruel mistress. It occurred to him that the only way he could be aware of the crushing effects of loneliness were if he had at one time or another experienced companionship, in the real sense of the word. Was that possible? It certainly seemed possible, he was adamant he had a life before this island. This was his current sphere of existence but it was merely a chapter in what he believed had been a very rich and fulfilling life.

He thought back to the documents and began reading over some of the cases. As he did, he could picture himself in a court representing them. In fact he was rather good, his defence was infallible. He was so good, he had made a lot of money from his cases representing the rich and famous. This was how he could afford his plane. His plane, his plane, his plane. He mulled over that thought for a moment. The word played about on the tongue. Plane, plane, plane. He made a lot of trips abroad, he could afford to, no one was going to deny a high flying lawyer.

Plane, plane, plane. Had he been on a plane recently? Was he now on an island because his plane had come down? He hadn’t seen any debris, only the crates of tinned foods and the folders. But then again he could have crashed in the ocean and the current could have washed him onto shore, that was plausible. It would explain why he had lost his clothing and why his leg was so battered up. If there was a wreckage, there would likely be surviving tracking equipment, maybe some rescue service was triangulating his position as he spoke, honing on his whereabouts.

It was a comforting thought but he wasn’t about to rely on fabricated hope. Hope was a concept that killed too many people. It made them lazy, idle and complacent. Complacency was dangerous, it led to death. No, he wasn’t going to be complacent. He was going to work out a way off this island himself. Maybe more things would wash up that he might use or was that hope again? That teasingly abstract concept. No, he mustn’t give in. God creates hope, he does submit to it. Hope is like admitting to not knowing the future. Hope is blind and I am God and God is not blind. This circular reasoning would suffice, for now at least, whilst he located that cove again for the upcoming night.

He hadn’t banked on the jungle area being so disorientating, the green on green, the lack of paths. He was sure he had never possessed skills in orienteering and even if he had, no man alive could direct themselves without a compass or at least the stars to navigate by. He tried to use some trekking skills, perhaps he could figure out where he had been by noticing any disturbed ground or scuffed footprints, but like everything beforehand this was proving impossible. If he did find any markings they were always coupled with animal droppings as if to say “nope look again, this ain’t your trail.”

Nearly all the light from the sky had been extinguished when he reached the opposite coastline and located the entrance to the cove. It was short lived relief when he saw deep impressions on the sand leading to the entrance. Paw prints, he thought at first. Something had found his shelter, something or someone had stolen his home judging by the dimensions of the prints, this something was of the larger variety.

“At least it’s not raining.”

“It’s still cold and dark. I don’t like the cold and I don’t like the dark, never have.”

“How do you know?”

“What do you mean?”

“How do you know you don’t like the dark? That seems like an unfounded assumption if ever I heard one.”

“Shut up, that’s how.”

“Shut me up. I am after all nothing but your own voice, you are my creator, you are creator of all things.”

“Yes I am, so shut up, do you hear me?”

He was answered by silence.

“Good, I’m glad we have reached some understanding, I thought we might have a problem here.”

From out of the corner of his eyes, he swore
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