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Prologue: The Playa   

    

My road ends in Phuket. Once it was luggage not souls which got lost at 

Airparks, but here I am, human flotsam waiting for the end in a beachfront hotel.  

Yesterday I wasted the day playing dominoes on the beach with an old 

Siamese woman. After she shambled off home I watched the sun lumber beneath 

the shifting quilt of the Andaman Sea. Today I hid at the bottom of a bottle where I 

intended to remain. 

There are four of us here occupying a fraying scrap of normality. There’s the 

young man with the pinched face who tends the bar and cringes in fear whenever the 

old doors are rattled by the wind. He and I share the bar with the whore, our fallen 

Madonna whose tab I discreetly pay so’s to keep her around. And of course there’s 

my dapper host, Monsieur Boudreaux, who found me in the night market feeding 

myself on cheap meat from butcher’s stalls and unbranded carbon from shifty 

nanotech dealers. I was desperate and he had a taste for waifs so we found an 

understanding. Every night I go through the moves and wait for him to fall asleep 

beside me, then slip into the bathroom and cower in the empty tub with a bottle of 

his whisky, waiting for dreams of the House to find me.  

There’s a ship leaving on the tide, an ancient steamer patched together with 

rust. Boudreaux coyly suggested that we should get away from Siam for a while, 

just the two of us, that he’d pay my passage if I couldn’t afford it. His resolve to go 

crumbled when I declined. My new sport is watching his bewilderment grow. He 

persists with his monotonous daily tasks and hopes to find some comfort in me, 

some compassion or reassurance, but the noise and the drink have swallowed those 
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things: My world has shrunk to the hotel, the sickness, the bottles behind the bar 

and the stretch of white playa out front.  

The contagion that drove me from the Federal European Republic to this 

waterside shithole began in Berlin. People started getting sick, feverish, gripped by 

uncontrollable hunger and terrifying hallucinations. At first the plague only infected 

malcontents occupying the hinterland of the Republic, a news bulletin about sick 

people I didn’t know and didn’t care to, but then it began to spread. When an ex in 

Zaragoza went symptomatic I bolted for Pan-Asia, but the malaise travelled with 

me. I awoke in a Bangkok hotel room with a silvery sebum staining my skin and 

knew it was only a matter of hours before the madness began. I left everything and 

ran into the night before my symptoms betrayed me to the authorities and I died in 

quarantine. 

The contagion had already spread to the Latin Alliance, to the Islamic 

Protectorate, and the feudal nations of North America. It finally migrated into Pan-

Asia and China, The Russian Federation, the African Confederacies and the 

People’s Republic of Antarctica, perhaps even into Orbit or up to the Selenite 

mining colonies. Those that didn’t succumb to the fever were broken in the head. 

Some killed themselves rather than live with the noise that followed. Others, like 

me, fought to keep their sanity, and together we wait.  

So Boudreaux, the Kid Who Tends the Bar, The Lonely Whore and I nursed 

our drinks and took our seats to listen to the crash of distant surf and the thrum of 

the fans on what was to be my last night as a human being on Earth.  

 

The air was oppressively humid, heavy with the scents of loam and tropical 

flowers. The stars were crystal lamps scattered across a vaulted velvet ceiling. The 
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moon was lustrous, regal mistress of the night sky now that the firefly brightness of 

the orbitals was gone. I could taste cinnamon on the breeze.  

I was buffeted by a rush of air as gigantic silk kites shaped like exotic 

butterflies swooped overhead and dived across the mouth of the bay. They curled in 

the hot air and alighted delicately on the shining white columns of the temple to 

Poseidon that lay shattered at the base of toothy surf-lashed cliffs. I stood utterly 

exposed, desperate to flee yet fixed in place, listening to the delighted whooping of 

their pilots over the crash of the waves. The carnival raged on the white crescent of 

moonlit beach below the cliffs. The sea gleamed like tarnished silver. Inland I could 

see the warm yellow lights of the House half obscured by the dense forest it sat in. 

My bare feet clutched at cool soft grass. The rush of animal sensation threatened to 

overwhelm me.     

‘There you are,’ said a voice like distant thunderheads.     

‘Alejandro.’ 

I started awake, blinking away the afterimage of the beach and fumbling my 

phodem bead into my ear. A man sat across the table, a sardonic grin on his 

bloodless lips. Long golden hair framed a handsome bone-white face spoiled by a 

cruelly broken nose. His deep set eyes were in shadow.  

‘You’re not an easy man to find,’ said the stranger, his smile widening. I 

rubbed my slack face and sat up, flicking a glance over to dull-eyed Boudreaux 

behind the bar. He seemed to be ignoring our exchange. I reached for my bottle, 

drained the warm dregs and gestured to the Boy for another.  

‘Elusive, you might say,’ the pale man continued. He emphasised his point by 

tapping my wrist with a cool finger. ‘You won’t need the phodem to translate. In 

fact you haven’t needed it for a while, have you?’  
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I snatched my hand back. ‘Who the hell are you?’ I said. 

‘You know who I am,’ he replied.  

‘No,’ I sneered, ‘I really don’t.’ 

‘Okay Alejandro,’ the man said, shrugging. ‘I’ll tell you a tale; you let me 

know if any details seem familiar. You fear sleep because of the dreams. At first 

they were random, maybe brought on by the fever, but then you started dreaming of 

a house by the water. For a while you were alone when you visited, but one night 

you returned to find it populated. You were invisible there for a time, observing 

unnoticed, and then you got the feeling that those other occupants had begun to 

sense you, but they couldn’t see you so you felt safe. But then one night they noticed 

you, and you fled. Since then you’ve felt their attention in the waking world. 

They’ve been looking for you, you know it, and it scares you, but what scares you 

more is that you want to be found, that it would be a relief.’  

He leaned forward and I started in shock: One of his eyes was a frigid blue, 

the other solid unbroken crimson. I shrank as those disturbing eyes locked with 

mine and realized that I did know him: He was the voice. 

‘You’re not real,’ I giggled. ‘You’re a hallucination.’ 

He shrugged. ‘Hey, Alejandro, what’s the sound of one hand clapping?’ 

I was about to give a sneering reply when his right hand cracked me hard 

across the cheek. ‘You hit me!’ I squealed, my face throbbing. 

‘Yes I did,’ he said, nodding, ‘and now that we’ve established I’m real let’s 

talk.’  

‘How?’ I mumbled.  

He leaned back and smoothed a golden eyebrow. ‘You know, things really 

aren’t as bleak as you paint them.’ I barked a mirthless laugh. ‘No, really,’ he said 
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quietly. ‘Try this as a concept: You are very, very lucky, and I’m here to help you 

understand that.’  

‘Lucky?’  

‘Yep,’ he said, nodding. ‘You’re on the cusp of something miraculous. You 

think you’re sick, but be reassured mate, there’s nothing wrong with you. These 

people,’ he nodded at my fellow exiles, ‘are utterly oblivious, but you know right in 

your bones that you’re part of something larger, something profound, and you’re 

acting like it’s the end of the world!’ 

‘It is the end of the world!’ I quipped bitterly. 

‘Well, yes, I suppose it is for a lot of people,’ he said. ‘But not for you, and if 

you give me a little of your precious drinking time I’ll explain why.’  

‘Why the hell should I believe you?’ I growled. 

He curled an eyebrow. ‘Are you so drunk that you’re actually asking me that 

question?’  

I shrank in my seat, grateful when the boy placed a fresh bottle down. I 

studied the stranger from behind it. His face was smooth and aesthetic, ageless but 

not young. A colourful Siamese shirt of raw silk hung from broad, muscular 

shoulders. He appeared relaxed and unguarded, but I could sense that underlying the 

beatific poise was an eager tension that unsettled me. His mismatched eyes glinted 

feverishly in the candlelight as he waited for my response. Seconds passed, 

measured by the thud of my pulse.  

‘So tell,’ I said, gulping down beer.  

He relaxed, his face softening. ‘It’s quite an epic, Alejandro,’ he said, grinning 

amiably. ‘It’s got everything; romance, tragedy, evil tyrants and plucky heroes.’ He 
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chuckled to himself and leaned in close. ‘Once upon a time,’ he whispered, ‘in a 

land far, far away lived a young man named Hugo Raphael Bernstein…’  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


