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Preface


Call me Julius.

I’m the guy who sent the world back into chaos and darkness and destitution and misery and madness. But you’ve got to understand me: it made sense, it was right, and it had to happen sooner or later. If it had not been me, it would’ve been someone else who could see the wrongness and injustice of what was going on. And anyway, the way I see it, we’re better off.


And I hope you’ll agree by the time I’m done. I wouldn’t waste my time writing this if I didn’t hope I’d convince whoever’s reading this. This isn’t an apology by any means, nor an excuse. It’s a justification, an explanation. I’m not sorry or regretful or remorseful for anything I’ve done.


Anyway, when I finish dictating this, I’ll seal the tape in an airtight safe made out of Plexisteel—nothing but a crystalloid laser is going cut it. So by the time you’re hearing this, you’re probably enjoying another era of peace and happiness. Except this time, I hope… I hope it’s without the machines.

Chapter One


I guess I should say something about myself first. I’m Julius Jonathan Philips—not exactly an ominous sounding name, I’ll be the first to admit. My father’s name was Jonathan Leon Philips. My mother’s name was Tricia Baker Philips. I never really got to know them; they were both killed when I was five years old, near the end of the Sixteen Years’ War, and during a heavy bombing of London. As you know—or maybe you don’t—London was bombed to rubble and never rebuilt, just like most of the rest of the world. Old England’s crown was devastated. Not a single brick lies atop another brick. At the time, I was off with my cousins exploring the Asiatic wastes. Then it was considered entirely possible that some sort of mutant humans could have survived in that nuclear tundra, at least by us, the ignorant folk. We didn’t know that almost the whole world, except parts of Europe and Asia and, actually, most of Africa, were rendered completely and absolutely uninhabitable by the Sixteen Years’ War.

I said ignorant folk because I believe that there will always be three classes of people. The upper class makes the rules. The middle class bitches about it, and tries to trade places with the upper class. And the lower class is too uneducated, lazy, or hungry to do anything but try to stay alive for one more day. People tend to stay in the social class they’re born in. And so on. Those are some of the things I learned from Trevor.


Trevor. Hell, I’ve got to get to him sometime. He’s the smartest person I ever knew. I’m not a complete moron or anything, but Trevor’s something else. Every now and then he’ll just say something, and you’ll think, “How the hell did he come up with that?” He had an incredible imagination, and he was hilarious.


God, how I miss him now.


Anyway, I grew up with my uncle and cousins. They lived in an abandoned mansion outside what remained of Zurich. I had a lot of friends as a kid, but the war and the forced relocations and various other things happened so that, by the time I was twenty, all I had was a hundred dollars (at that point, pretty easy to come by and almost not worth the paper it was printed on) in my pocket and a traveling companion—Trevor.
I met Trevor while traveling through the remains of Glasgow with my uncle. Trevor, twelve at the time and orphaned by the war, was the sole survivor of a massacre. A poor, small, scared, pale little boy, my uncle took pity on him and brought him with us. He grew up as my best friend and my brother.

My uncle disappeared when I was eighteen. One of my cousins committed suicide, and the other went searching for my uncle and never came back. When we were twenty, Trevor and I decided we needed a new life. So we traveled around for almost five years in the few inhabitable areas there were left, trying to find people who needed our skills. I was good with machines and could fix almost anything. Trevor could talk to people and sell them things they didn’t need. He just might’ve been the best traveling merchant there ever was. 

God, what a pair we must’ve been! I was a very skinny twenty-year old with completely unmanageable coppery hair and a deep tan. Trevor—good Lord—back then, he looked like a scarecrow on steroids… Almost everyone was skinny; and food was hard to come by then. Trevor wasn’t quite as thin as I was, but he had black hair and green eyes; something about his face made it seem almost skeletal. Something about his build conveyed strength, though; it was something I guess I must’ve been missing. 


All in all, during those five years I saw a lot of things that I never want to think about again. Those were the years that I felt like I had been asleep, dreaming of an impossibly hospitable world, and was finally waking up and seeing reality for the first time. My eyes were forced open during those years. Every time I tried to turn my eyes away, it was as if something was telling me, “Look. See how cruel, inhumane, vicious, nasty, brutal, and pitiless we are. Look, turn around, open your eyes, and you’ll see.” I remember many nightlong talks with Trevor about life, time, God, women, hope, and the future. We were all crazy back then; I think everyone in the world was. I don’t think that’ll ever change.


Those years are an indistinct haze to me. Faces, names, people, places, drinks, girls—they’re all blurred together into an unreliable memory. One girl in particular I was destined to meet again—and I believe this wholeheartedly—was Aulia. Aulia was the kindest, most beautiful person I’ve ever known. She became incredibly important later. More about her soon.

Not coincidentally, these were also the years in which I quit believing in God.

*
*
*


Anyway, a lot was happening behind the scenes during those years. History is never clear-cut; eras gradually blend one into another. Yeah, there are catastrophic events that change the pace and the course of history, I know, but these don’t constitute an entire history or even come close to representing the beginning of one period and the end of another. Those are human divisions; our time is finite, therefore we automatically assume that everything else is.

That’s something else I learned from Trevor.

Anyway, the world was still recovering from the Sixteen Years’ War. Listen: nations had dissolved; former alliances disintegrated; hopes and dreams of millions upon millions shattered, cracked, destroyed, and burned alive; and ashes were thrown to the four winds. Innumerable nuclear bombs, innumerable devastated cities, innumerable slaughtered, innumerable urchins and waifs left without a future. The bomb was less than twelve feet long, but its unholy effect could be felt throughout the universe, even to the cries of war orphans rising to the gates of heaven. Most of the world became the surface of the moon, cratered, uninhabitable, lifeless. The whole world became either irradiated, or a dry, cracked, scarred, barren desert. There were mass graves of corpses beneath the rubble of shattered cities found years after the war. No one knew what to do about them. When the UCW took over the world restoration program, what could they do but throw torches in and burn them in mass cremations?
See, during the war, bomb shelters were in high demand. My family, for the most part, was one of the lucky ones. We survived the initial volley of bombs that killed four-fifths of the people on earth. The only areas that were not completely uninhabitable were parts of Europe, Asia and Africa. Some cities, hollow, diminished, pathetic skeletons of what they once were, survived in a limited, depressing way. People who lived through the first bombings and found shelter before they ran out of food went to these now tiny cities, where people began to gather. The cities that survived became centers of trade. Survivors lived either in abandoned houses—some areas had huge, untouched mansions—or in makeshift hovels near or in cities, or took up nomadic tents and became vagrants. Hundreds abandoned the cities and whatever life they lived to search the world for truth and the meaning of life; the Sixteen Years’ War had destroyed many peoples’ image of humanity and themselves as basically good. People needed some time alone with their souls. 

I did for five years, while the world was rebuilding. 

By and large, two traveling repairmen and merchants knew very little about what was going on; but during that time, a new government slowly but surely constructed itself. Eventually, they would ask Trevor and, after a while, me, to work for them. But at this time, they were just getting on their feet, beginning to group survivors together, repair the cities, install mayors, begin taxing people, giving people work to do, and so on. The system was very bureaucratic to start off with; that’s why it would’ve failed ultimately anyway, regardless of my monkey wrench in the works. A bureaucracy is like a bowling pin set upside-down—you can prop it up with all sorts of things, but when something catastrophic comes along, it’s falling and it’s bringing whatever supported it down with it.

*
*
*


It took the United Citizens of the World twelve years to get organized. By that time, everyone within the area it claimed for itself (the whole of Europe and a goodly portion of Asia) had citizenship papers. 


The true history of the UCW tended to be kept from citizens. The United Citizens of the World organization itself was around a long time before; United Nations’ P.O.W.’s captured in Europe during the beginning of the Sixteen Years’ War founded a sort of underground, secret society, with everyone watching everyone else’s back and founding militias and so on. They took shelter before the first volley of bombs and survived long enough to install themselves as a government.


The turn towards leadership would never have happened without a man named Falaccian Axinius. Good friends called him Fal. I got to know him during those years on the road, before he even became involved with the UCW. See, Fal eventually usurped power from the leaders of the UCW, took control of the army, and set himself up as the ruler of the world. He was crazy too, but I loved him, at least when I was intoxicated enough. 

Anyway, Fal was the one that came up with the idea for the Machine.

Chapter Two: The Real Leader


The idea of the Machine may be either moot or incomprehensible by the time you’re reading this, so I’ll try to explain.


O.K., what if you had a machine that could figure out what was best for humanity as a whole and the successful restoration of the earth and could take in every relevant variable and make a calculation as to what is moral and what wasn’t?

Morality from a computer seems like a contradiction, doesn’t it? You have to have a soul to be moral, right? But, in theory, wouldn’t such a calculation, assuming everything was taken into account, to calculate what will bring the greatest happiness to the greatest number, be not only moral, but also necessarily just and fair and true?


And what if you based your government on such a machine: had the machine making laws and deciding what to do with the economy and so on? You’d never have to worry about anything, knowing that it would all turn out all right in the end, because the machine was looking out for you.

Paradise, right?

*
*
*

Whenever we were within forty kilometers of Fal, it was an event worthy of a celebration—that is, getting drunk. He was moving around constantly, visiting different branches of the foundling UCW in secret, back when they still had to train in secret in places far from the trade routes. Exactly what the UCW army was meant to fight at that point was unclear; Fal tried to explain it to us once, saying more or less “Any enemies of hope and freedom are the United Citizens of the World’s enemies.”

We knew he was crazy, even back then, but we were crazy too, so it didn’t matter to us.

One time, when Fal was completely wasted and I was sober, he confided to me that he really didn’t know what the hell he was doing, and that it would all come to naught, and that he had four thousand (that’s how many soldiers they had then) maniacs following a fool. 

I believe now that’s the basic set-up for a government, and I honestly believe that the UCW could’ve lasted a million years if they hadn’t done one thing. Their mistake was this: they went and outlawed religion, saying that it was irrelevant to the patriotic service of the UCW, and, even worse, religion provided a secondary and contradictory set of moral rules that could not possibly coincide with the UCW’s aims.

Trevor told me that everything would’ve been fine if, instead of doing away with religion, they would have replaced it, with a religion holding the Machine at the top, and everyone serving it. A devious plan, indeed, mankind serving its former servants and holding its own creation as divine…

Anyway, as Fal was getting deeper and deeper into his role as Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces of the United Citizens of the World, a bizarre government was being set up. Ultimately, the army would divide into two groups: the police force, to keep the United Citizens in line, and protectors of the Machine. In a way, there was a sort of Machine worship, though it wasn’t called religion and had no spiritual component: everyone, in one way or another, towards the end, served the Machine. And in all official documents, any references to the Machine were capitalized, sort of the way people used to capitalize the word “God.” 

In some ways, people might’ve been better off with the Machine running things. But it was so wrong: regardless of how stable the status quo might’ve been, the Machine was bleeding off our humanity. Some people—stupid, stuck-up academic types—have argued that the Machine became human. I argue that humans became machines; anything that becomes a slave to a clockwork machine becomes a machine.

I’m glad I did it.

*
*
*

Fal was a lot smarter than he let on. He only played the part of a bumbling, unsure leader out of his environment. First of all, Fal was a student of history. He had studied past governments and leaders and wars and armies and, through years of study, decided he had the best way to set up a government. Instead of a figurehead monarch, or a squabbling parliament, he would create a leader that would be beyond reproach and always right and just and kind and fair. 

That is, the government would have to be something more than human. 

He was developing his ideas during the years Trevor and I saw him occasionally. I suppose he just meant to make the ruler of the world (himself) revered like English kings of old. Supposedly, they were divine because God had allegedly appointed them; and, because they were holy, they were beyond reproach.

It’s hard to understand how wrong I was. 

The end of our five years on the road came when Trevor and I stopped in the remains of London. Fal was there, and he offered Trevor a job and a place in his government if Trevor would come and work for him on some special, ultra-secret project. Trevor discussed it with me and, after a night of drinks and talk, he reluctantly decided that everything would be better off if he accepted. He decided that he wanted to do something else with his life. He wanted to do something worthwhile, something that he could be proud of. He had hinted before at things he wasn’t too proud of.

Fal also promised me a place in the world after Trevor’s project was done.

That was the last I saw Trevor for a while. And that was the day I quit my rootless, peripatetic wandering.

It was also the day I saw Aulia again.

Chapter Three: Aulia


In my whole life, I’ve never met a more wholly true, honest and good person than Aulia. That day I saw Aulia again was like a dream come true.

The first time I saw her was among the ruins of what used to be Berlin. She rested in the center of the square on the hood of an ancient, rusted automobile. Her long brown hair blew about in the slight wind. A tattered book lay in her hands; occasionally, she would flick a strand of her hair away from her face or flip a page; otherwise, all was quiet and motionless in the lifeless city.


Anyway, the story of our meeting isn’t too interesting. I asked her what she was reading; we started talking and hit it off immediately. 

Then I was twenty-four. She was twenty, an amazing young woman with deep brown eyes and dark skin.

Aside from being beautiful, she was outspoken. She wasn’t obnoxious, but she had a lot to say and wasn’t ashamed to say it. That was later, though. When I met her, she was very deep and depressed and quiet; I wanted to do anything I could to help her. My heart went out to the poor girl. She said she was at the end of her rope. She was abused by her stepfather and thrown out of the house at eighteen, two years ago. She had been on the road since then. She still loved him and her family and would’ve returned if she could’ve been treated better. She was now living with her grandmother in the outskirts of what used to be Berlin.

At the time, she was traveling with her mute brother. He was thirteen then. She said he could play harmonica like no one’s business.

*
*
*

Trevor had set up our tent on the outskirts of the ruins. Even in destroyed cities, cities where almost nothing but dust and rusted metal and rotted wood remained, people still lived. People made hovels out of anything they could find.

See, we had been traveling for almost three months. We had been in the northern part of what used to be Spain, selling things and repairing machines in what used to be Bilboa. My uncle was a Spaniard; he showed me pictures of all the places I’ve now visited. There had been so much beauty, so much history, so much... Why do we have wars?

Anyway, we crossed the Bay of Biscay. The oceans were acidic and toxic, and still are, mostly. Radiation has killed anything that would’ve recycled the toxins that kill the once-thriving seas of Earth. Luckily, the heat during the war made the water table go down about 60 feet on a worldwide basis, so crossing the bay wasn’t a big deal. We journeyed on into what once was France. The only place where there is any indication that a great city was ever in France is in Bordeaux. Paris, Marseilles, Nante… all gone, without even a scrap, a trace of evidence that a wonderful and beautiful center of art and life was ever there. We sold our wares and repaired things in Bordeaux and then crossed over into what was once Germany.

It may sound strange to talk of countries and national boundaries in a Europe with only about a hundred cities where people live, but it’s really the only way to talk about things; it’s sort of an unspoken assumption that everyone knows that Germany is no more, but people talk of it as if it was still as alive and thriving as in the 20th century.

We passed through Cologne and Leipzig, both of which are unexpectedly intact—as least more intact than are most cities. Of course, they haven’t survived in their entirety, but they have remained more or less in pretty good shape. And from Leipzig we went on to Berlin… and that’s where I saw Aulia for the first time.

*
*
*

She and her brother came with us to our tent on the outskirts of town; we ate and talked and drank all night.

Aulia did a lot of the talking that night. She told us that she believed that people were basically good, but could be led to do incredibly wicked and terrible and appalling and malevolent and immoral and dreadful things if an authority figure commanded or allowed it, and the victim was sufficiently anonymous. People still had their conscience to deal with, she explained, but the conscience could quickly be thrown down an oubliette if authority and anonymity were brought into the equation. Anonymity, she said, basically meant hiding the faces of victims, or making an abstraction out of the victim; war happened because two gigantic abstractions, nations, were brought into the equation. The leaders of the nations, acknowledged authorities, fought the war for personal gain. Patriotism was nonsense; it was really just overgrown respect for one’s parents. Aulia said that people treated authority figures like they would their parents, or at least, people thought of them like that. How one dealt with their family early on, Aulia explained, had a tremendous effect on how one dealt with the world later on.

Aulia and Trevor, almost needless to say, hit it off quickly.

We stayed in Berlin for a week. The day before we were scheduled to leave, I told her I wanted to spend the rest of my life with her. 

*
*
*

I’m a hopeless romantic—or maybe just hopeless, I don’t know. Anyway, I took her up to the highest point in what remained in Berlin, the ruins of the American embassy. The morning sun was just rising, painting the dull brown land in brilliant watercolor shades of pink and blue, casting long shadows behind us.

The day before we had run about town, like children, laughing, talking, drinking, joking, playing… then we had a wild night out in her shelter. This morning, the morning I was going to leave, I knew I had to ask her, or lose her forever.

I took her hand and told her I wanted to spend the rest of my life with her.

She burst into tears. Honestly, I couldn’t tell whether from happiness or sorrow—and said, “Yes, yes, of course.” But she needed to tell me something first.

We sat down, on top of the ruins of Berlin, and she told me a long and depressing story of her abusive step-father and absent mother, and escaping to her grandmother’s home, and, as much as she loved her brother, about his being a burden, and then, becoming lovers with a violent and irrational man who, even now, wouldn’t leave her alone… (The man wasn’t me. I gathered it was a friend from childhood that had tracked her to Berlin.)

It might’ve been too forceful, but I promised to take her away from Berlin, to let her leave her old life behind, to live with me on the road, wild and free. She said she could think of nothing better.

*
*
*

Aulia’s tale is probably one of the more depressing stories that I’ll need to record; but Aulia and her brother became so important later that it would irresponsible for me not to explain their situation.

Aulia left her brother behind and ran off with Trevor and me. Trevor was delighted to have Aulia come along; Trevor was quickly becoming her best intellectual friend. And our love grew by the day.

Have you ever been in love? If you have, you know what it’s like… you feel like the world is yours, that everything is beautiful, that you know everything you need to know… your eyes are like a small child’s, seeing things for the first time…

I was in love, then.

*
*
*

Aulia was in love, too, but her love was different… I was her rescuer, her savior, but also her equal and her soul mate… even now, I wish I could’ve said something different, something better, and maybe she wouldn’t have left.

Aulia was always somewhat depressed; I thought that by bringing her out of a bad situation, I could make her feel better. I was wrong. Every day, she grew deeper and quieter. She spoke less and spent more time just sitting, looking off into the distance, like she was waiting for someone.

One night, she woke me up and told me to come with her. Confused and tired, I followed the girl out into the night. It was that dark and sad night that we said good-bye to each other. Together, we agreed it would be better all around if we went our separate ways. She said she would go to London. She still loved me, she said.

She walked off, and I turned away. From behind me, I heard her speak to me, choking down a sob, then walk away. It took a few moments for my brain to hear her.

She had said, “We’ll meet again someday.”

It was up to me to explain things to Trevor.

Chapter Four: Revolution


The government the UCW believed that having the Machine at the very top of its hierarchy could not be completely implemented until the Machine was designed and created. That’s what Fal asked Trevor to do on that day, the day we stopped traveling together, the day I took up a new life, the day I saw Aulia again.


Trevor and Fal had gone on to some secret UCW base across the English Channel. I sat in a diner (small businesses such as bars and restaurants were beginning to set themselves up as the world was being repaired. I was trying to think of what to do with my life. I had three stiff drinks before Aulia walked in the door.


She was even more beautiful than I had remembered. A long, dark blue dress with a floral design and a slit was wrapped enticingly around her long legs. 


Aulia glanced around, face contorted as if in slight distaste with the establishment. She took a seat at the bar.

(to be continued)
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