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            "In the canvas of life, every stroke of sorrow adds depth to the hues of joy; it is in our dreams that we find the colors to paint our true selves." — Max Nabati
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Preface


[image: ]


In crafting this collection of short stories, I sought to capture the fleeting essences of lives often overlooked; the quiet battles, the sparks of joy, the moments that redefine us.

Drawing from my own wanderings across continents and conversations with strangers who became muses, these tales emerged as a tribute to the indomitable human spirit.

Each story stands alone, yet together they form a symphony of shared experiences, reminding us that art, in all its forms, is our bridge to understanding.

May these pages inspire you to see the colours in your own world.

Max Nabati
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Grace is Free
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The blue light of the laptop burns my eyes, a sword of justice, sharp, merciless. The basement of St. Patrickson’s Centre, Perth, 2055, smells of mildew and old hymnals. I, Elias Kahne, Jesuit, priest, fraud in a clerical collar, stare at an email that ticks like a bomb: “The Covenant of Grace is salvation for the digital age, Father. Keep preaching it.” Bishop Halo, his Rolex glinting in last week’s Zoom, voice smooth as snake oil. My fingers hover over the keyboard, heart hammering. Reply? Comply? Or scream the truth?

Adelaide, 2027, St. Anthoniany’s Church

Twelve years old, altar boy, the heavy scent of incense, Father Doyole whispering of mortal sins. My mother, rosary in hand, palms cracked from bleach: “Elias, be good.” Good? I doubted. Why the suffering? If God is just? Now, in the basement, her rosary gathers dust in my drawer, but its click-clack still echoes in my ears.

Perth, 4:31 AM, Now

Linoleum cold under my socks. Coffee in the mug, bitter, like a sin I can’t wash away. “Covenant of Grace”; sleek app, “online confession” for $9.99, “soul audit” for $49.99, VIP course for “recalibrating the moral compass” at $999. Moral theology, once my wrestle with Aquinas and Augustine, now algorithmic, paywalled, salvation by swipe. The Global Faith Network, our church’s project, monetises sin, subscriptions for grace.

Seminar, 2030, Murdoch University

Twenty-five, eyes alight, reading Karl Rahner’s transcendental Thomism: God’s grace meets human effort. Father RolesRuiz, Camel cigarette in hand, chuckled: “Elias, the Church loves truth, but power more.” I laughed, but now I see. 2035, ordained, sent to Perth to preach, guide souls. Souls? No. They paid the bills.

Hacked Files, Last Night

“Wounded Quail,” anonymous whistle-blower, dropped files in the cloud storage. Spreadsheets, emails, Halo’s memo to the board: “Monetise sin, scale grace.” God gamified, confession subscription-based, moral theology a multi-level marketing scheme. The app, launched 2039, hooked millions; Catholics, Protestants, Agnostics; swiping for redemption, data siphoned, wallets drained.

Sydney, Last Week

Nelly, my sister, texted: “Eli, this app saved me after the divorce.” Saved? She spent $500, confessing to a bot, thinking it’s God’s ear. Her grey hair, swiping “sin trackers”; anger, envy, lust, each sin a score, each score a dollar. The algorithm, I found, manipulates sin scores, keeps users hooked, like slot machines. Moral theology; prudence, justice, fortitude, temperance; now a rigged casino game.

Basement, Now

The cross above my bed, Christ’s eyes, pained: “Elias, what are you doing?”  “Jesus overturning temple tables, driving out merchants.” The Network is a temple, defiled. I could leak the files to The newspapers. But who’d believe a priest over a bishop? The Network has PR firms, lawyers, Vatican backing. Me? Forty, balding, bad knee, conscience screaming.

Adelaide, Last Month

Network retreat, national park, $5,000 a head. Executives and donors chanting “Covenant of Grace!” A woman, eyes wet: “Father, the app says I’m forgiven, but I don’t feel it.” I mumbled about faith, hating myself. Halo whispered in a corner: “Keep them guilty, they’ll keep paying.”

Perth, 2032

Nietzsche in college: “God is dead.” I resisted, found Aquinas, his five ways, reason meeting faith. Took vows, wore the collar. But now? Luther laughs, my theses form: moral theology must serve God, not greed.

Perth, Now

I type, delete, type again: “Seraph, I’m in. How do we leak?” My finger hovers over send. Fear whispers: You’ll lose your collar, your home, your name. Faith answers: Keep your soul. Aquinas in my mind, stern: “Justice demands truth.” My mother, rosary in hand, nods: “Elias, be good.”

Moment of Truth

I hit send. The screen blinks, email gone. No turning back. The basement silent, save the laptop’s hum. The cross watches. “The truth will set you free.” Free, but at what cost? I imagine Nelly, shocked, maybe furious. Halo, smile fading, quoting  “Render to Caesar what is Caesar’s.” No. To God what is God’s.

Seminar, RolesRuiz’s Cigarette Smoke

Father RolesRuiz, laughing: “Elias, one day you’ll fight dragons.” Dragons; Halo, the Network, this fraud. Moral theology must liberate, not enslave. Ignatius, his Spiritual Exercises, discerning God’s will. Discernment now: shout the truth, face the fire.

Perth, Dawn

A siren wails outside, Perth waking. I see headlines: “Priest Exposes Church Scam.” Halo’s denials, Nelly’s shock. Will God forgive me? I take my mother’s rosary from the drawer, click-clack, like a pulse. The laptop’s blue light fades, dawn creeps through the window. The cross still watches.

Grace is absolutely free, not $9.99 a month.

I, Elias Kahne, unfinished, broken, but free.

I chose truth.
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Vibrant with Colours
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In the pulsing heart of Phnom Penh, where Street 136 thrummed with the symphony of laughter, clinking glasses, and the distant heartbeat of music, Srey moved like a flame through the night. At twenty-five, she was a figure of enigma, a sex worker whose grace and resilience veiled a secret fire: her art. By day, the street’s chaos claimed her, but in the dawn’s quiet embrace, she retreated to a hidden studio, a sanctuary where canvases bloomed with the colours of her dreams and sorrows. Each stroke was a spell, weaving her struggles into visions of hope, her paintings a portal to a world where she was more than her circumstances.

As twilight painted the sky in shades of amber and indigo, Srey stood beneath a flickering lamppost, her vibrant silks catching the neon glow. Her eyes, sharp with unspoken stories, met those of Jack, an American wanderer drawn to the street’s electric pulse. His smile was warm, curious, cutting through the night’s clamour.

“What’s your name?” he asked, his voice a gentle tide against the shore of her guarded heart. “Srey,” she answered, a spark of intrigue kindling within her. Their conversation unfolded like a tapestry, threads of laughter and shared stories weaving them closer. Srey spoke of her art; canvases that captured the ache of her nights and the soar of her dreams. Jack, captivated by her spirit, saw not just the woman before him but the artist whose soul burned brighter than the
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