
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
1. The Boy  

 
 
 
In a small village at the foothills of Mount Toubkal in the Atlas mountains, Morocco there lived a 
boy. He lived in a small house with his Mum, little brother and baby sister and grandpa. 
Dad had been a fighter pilot but hadn’t come back with all the other men after the great war had 
finished. That’s when grandpa moved in to help mum around the house. 
The boy would hear mum crying in her room from time to time, but never when the door was 
open. Little brother was too young to remember dad and baby sister was born while he was 
away. 
The boy felt angry and sad about dad not being around. Sometimes he wanted to cry, but 
instead, he would go and punch the big tree in the back garden or make his little brother cry.  
The boy also felt angry because grandpa always asked for help, even in little things that no one 
should need help with. 
Mum never asked for help, but grandpa would nag the boy and tell him to help his mother. 
When the boy got too angry with all of the stupid things he was told to do he would run and hide 
in dads study. 
He wasn't allowed to go in there and he knew it, grandpa and mum had told him plenty of times. 
But it was his favourite place. 
The boy would pick the lock and hide inside amongst the big shelves of books that dad used to 
read before the war. 
Sometimes the boy would sit in the corner on the floor and stare at dad's old chair. He 
remembered his dad sitting there reading. He could almost smell the strong Turkish coffee that 
steamed through the air as his dad sipped and read. Dad was so smart and wise. And so strong 
too. 
The boy would sit there for hours remembering and trying to remember more and more. 
He could even remember little details about dad.  



 

Dad’s army jacket with the lion patch on the chest. Dad’s tag name over the radio was “ the 
lion”.  
Dad loved lions, the boy remembered a story that he told them often it was the boys favourite. 
“Tell us the lion story again dad!” he remembered sitting at the dinner table and dad would 
always smile as he began to tell it. 
“ Years ago, before I met your mother, I was flying a mission across the Tanzanian plains. My 
left engine hit a flock of birds and it blew. I had no option but to crash land my plane. I crashed 
into the grasslands next to a large tree  
I was ok, but I had broken my leg and as I crawled out of the wreckage I realised that I had 
landed next to a cackle of hyenas. They were initially afraid of the crash and didn’t approach the 
wreckage but after a little while began to creep closer and closer.  
I had no choice but to drag myself towards the tree. I thought if I could climb up and get onto a 
ledge I could avoid the hyenas and maybe be able to wait for a rescue.” No matter how many 
times Dad had told this story, the boy was always afraid at this point and even biting his nails. 
The boy knew that the story had to have a happy ending because Dad was here with them now, 
but it never ceased to have him on the end of his seat. 
“I began to climb, but my broken leg was in so much pain that I felt paralysed and I couldn't get 
up,  
I could hear the hyenas laughing and growling as they circled and circled. I knew they were 
getting closer and it wouldn't be long until they had me, but try as I might I could not lift myself 
up onto a ledge. 
So I decided to try and somehow face the hyenas.  
I knew it was stupid, and that I would most likely die, but since I couldn't climb the tree, I thought 
that it would be better to die facing my enemy rather than with my back to it.” 
The boy loved dad. He was so brave. Sometimes, during this part of the story, the boy would 
tear up and start to cry. He didn't understand why, part of it was fear, but most of it was 
something else. He didn't understand exactly what, but it felt like pride. 
Boy was so proud of his dad. Proud that he was his dad. He felt like yelling at the top of his 
lungs “ THAT'S MY DAD, HE’S MY DAD!!!” and it came out as tears.  
The boy was always ashamed to cry, even when he got hurt he would keep the tears locked 
inside. But these tears flowed freely. He would never be ashamed of how he felt about his dad. 
 
Dad continued “ I turned around and hobbled over to the plane. There was a pole that held the 
frame together in the cockpit which had snapped off in the crash. I grabbed it and held it like a 
bat. 
I backed up until my back was against the tree and half stood ready to make my last stand. 
That's when I saw her.  
The leader of the hyenas, the Matriarch. She wasn't bigger than the other hyenas, but I knew 
her straight away because of how she stood. All of the other hyenas hunched with their 
shoulders in line with their heads, but she was different. She stood tall. Her head was well 
above the others and she moved freely with no restraint. She locked eyes with me and began to 
howl and laugh as she charged the tree..” 
 



 

 
BANG BANG BANG 
The boy suddenly sat up as the study door was knocked on hard by grandpa. 
“Boy are you in there again?! You know you’re not supposed to be in your father’s study” 
 
The Boy was furious.  
“I hate you! Leave me alone!!” 
He stepped up and left the study slamming the door behind him.  
“Now go help your mother with dinner”. 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

2. The Earthquake  

 
 
Life went on for the boy and his family. He went to school, did chores and then sat around on 
weekends. The boy sometimes talked with grandpa and played board games together, but he 
was a bit boring and sometimes would fall asleep in the middle of the game.  
 
Baby sister was teething and didn’t let anyone carry her except for mum, and mum was always 
busy and flustered, only able to use one arm to do her work because baby wouldn’t stop crying 
unless she was being carried. 
The boy played with little brother. Little brother didn’t talk much, ever since the news of dad had 
come. 
 
It had been a Wednesday afternoon. They were playing in the front yard, the boy trying to juggle 
pebbles and little brother playing with his stuffed giraffe when a fancy black car had pulled up 
with a big flag at the front of it. The boy wasn’t used to seeing cars and had wondered if the flag 
ever got in the driver’s way and if it would hurt to get slapped by the flag if the car went too close 
to you as it passed. 
Two men got out of the car, they were wearing their hats in a strange way, slightly tilted over 
their face and they stood too straight like maybe they weren't really human, but rather just 
pretending to be... 
They walked to the front door and knocked. 
Mum came out, she was holding baby sister who was almost asleep in her arms. The boy still 
remembered her face as she answered the door. She had her beautiful smile on as she rubbed 
baby sisters back,  her eyes glistened in the afternoon light. But as she opened the door, her 
face fell. From happy to fear, to grief. 
The boy couldn’t hear what the men said, one of them handed her a folded cloth, the same 
colour as the flag on the front of their car, and a red ribbon with a golden star medallion.  
All the boy could hear was mum. A noise he had never heard before began to come out of her 
mouth. It was like a strange siren, that turned into a shriek and a wail. 



 

A wail that blocked out everything else and filled his head It felt like being plunged into a sea of 
sorrow. 
Mum fell onto her knees and began to sob, still holding baby sister. 
The boy had stayed on the floor holding his giraffe, but little brother began to run to mum yelling 
“mummy I save you”. 
 He held out his giraffe-like a sword and began to hit one of the strange hat man’s legs with it. 
The two men still standing straight like toy soldiers stood weirdly still, even the one getting hit 
with the toddler’s doll. 
They bowed their heads slightly and turned to leave. 
Little brother didn't stop, he ran alongside the men and continued to hit, now both of them. 
The one who hadn’t been holding the folded cloth got into the driver's seat and started the car. 
The other one turned to little brother, stooped down and in the strangest thing, the boy had seen 
all day, held little brother in a firm hug. He held him so tightly that the giraffe loosed from little 
brother's hand and he stood still. The boy could see the man's eyes staring into little brother’s. 
His eyes were dry, but there was intense pain on them. Somehow he knew how this family was 
feeling. Little brother loosened like a puppet with its strings cut and he melted into the hug. 
 
The hug lasted a few seconds but felt so much longer. So much was said between this soldier 
and the toddler even though the silence was not broken. 
The man stood back up, little brother was now still and looking up at him. The boy saw the 
soldier's lips curl as he said to little brother “ I'm so sorry”. 
The man got into the car, closed the door and they were gone. 
 
Little brother hadn’t said much after that day. 
The boy and little brother would play, most times in silence in the yard. 
Instead of the front, they were always in the back and had been trying to build a fort. Mum called 
it a treehouse, but it was a fort. 
A fort that could shield them and protect them from hyenas, and strange men with weird hats 
and folded up flags. 
 
“Come in for dinner boys, I have something special for dinner, ” mum called from the back 
window. 
She had prepared a special meal. 
Today was the boy’s birthday. 
Today he turned 13. 
In the village becoming 13 years old meant that he was a man. 
His dad would take him away for a while on a special journey to the mountain where he would 
come back as a man. 
That was if his dad was still….. alive. 
 
The boy had been thinking about it all day.  
He had never said it aloud. Never allowed himself to even think it. That dad was gone forever, 
that he was dead. 



 

That he wouldn't be coming home, and that they would never see him again. 
 He had sat silently in school that day, everyone kept asking him if he was ok and he shrugged 
them off. 
Even his teachers kept him back after class to see if he was ok. 
“ I'm fine, please leave me alone” was his universal reply.  
But he wasn't fine. 
Even after the strange men with the hats had come, and mum had cried for weeks, the boy still 
had hope that dad would come home, one day knocking on the door and telling them stories 
about how he had been a secret spy, that even their own government wasn't allowed to know all 
the details of his missions, or maybe that he had been captured and assumed dead, but that he 
had escaped and travelled across the desert or swam a sea to come home. 
He had kept the hope of it all now these 2 years. 
One thing the boy had always thought was that dad would be there on his 13th birthday. The 
day when the boy would become a man, just like dad. 
He used to dream of going to the mountain together and spending time with dad, hearing his 
new war stories and learning how to be brave and strong like dad was. Maybe they could even 
fight off a bear together and make a cool rug for mum or bring delicious bear meat back to the 
village. But everyone knew that there were no bears in Africa.  
Last night the boy hadn’t been able to sleep. He lay there in his bed hearing every creak and 
twig, every owl and cat, listening for his dad's footsteps. Twice he thought he could hear 
someone at the door and had run out to open the door for dad. 
His heart had beat through his chest in excitement, but when he thrust open the door, it was 
nothing. 
 
By the time the sun had crept over the horizon the boy’s hopes were fading, but still stubbornly 
there. 
He had gotten ready for school quickly and silently before anyone had woken up, and had 
prepared breakfast for his family, even preparing an extra plate for dad. 
He felt that if dad were to come today that he wanted him to see him helping out the family, 
even if it wasn’t normally what the boy would do. 
The boy had sat silently at breakfast while mum and grandpa fussed over how wonderful 
breakfast was. Little brother even managed to smile at the boy and mumble a quiet, “ happy 
birthday big brother”. 
It was the most the boy had heard come out of little brother’s mouth for a long time. 
But no dad. 
No one knocked on the door. No one was there as the boy and little brother walked to school 
even though he kept turning around to see if someone was following. 
 
 
The boy washed his hands and went to the dinner table. 
They all sat at the table as mum came in with a big dish of fresh-caught fish. 
The boy loved fish. He would always hassle mum when they were at the market but it was too 
expensive, especially since dad... Well, since there wasn't much money. 



 

But today, mum had prepared a large sea perch. Its floppy head leaned over the plate and 
stared into the boy’s eyes. 
She placed the dish on the table and the boy looked away creeped out by the face the fish was 
making. 
The boy noticed that there were only 5 plates set up on the table. Earlier he had put out 6. 
One for dad. 
But grandpa must have put it away to not upset mum. 
Boy stood up, went to the cupboard and picked up the other plate.  
Walking back with it, he went to put it on the table, but grandpa called out “ Boy, put it back we 
only need 5.” 
Boy felt slightly annoyed. “ It's my birthday grandpa and I want this plate for dad when he 
comes”. 
“Put the plate back boy” grandpa raised his voice “ you know Dad isn’t coming, stop, you will 
upset your mother” 
“How about you leave me alone!” boy was getting angry very quickly. 
Grandpa stood up, mum had sat down and put her head in her hands.  
“Apologise to your mother and sit down”. Grandpa was standing tall and clearly angry at the 
boy. 
He walked towards him and held out his hand. 
“Give me the plate son” 
“I’M NOT YOUR SON, LEAVE ME ALONE!” 
Grandpa frowned and shook his head. 
“You are a rude and selfish little boy. Your mother and I worked hard all day to be able to 
provide your birthday dinner and this is how you repay us?. Your father isn’t coming home, he’s 
gone. He’s dead. He died in that blasted pointless war with so many other good men and 
women and we are all going to have to get used to that!” 
The boy looked over at little brother. He had tears forming in his eyes and didn’t want anyone to 
see. Little brother stared at him “ daddy’s dead big brother” he said. 
The boy exploded in anger “NO HE'S NOT!!!!” and threw the plate at the wall 
It smashed in an explosion of shards and broken pottery. 
Baby sister screamed and started to cry. Little brother looked down at his chest and began to 
breathe deeply as he always did when he was scared and mum got up in a hurry to pick up 
baby sister.  
Grandpa’s face turned a deep red. 
“That’s it, young man. 
Go to your room”.  
The boy could see that grandpa wasn’t kidding around. There was anger in his voice, a deep 
disgust. 
Boy was embarrassed, angry, ashamed and afraid. 
Afraid that if his dad was watching through a window somehow that he would have been 
sickened by what he saw and leave and not come back. 



 

The boy wanted to apologise, he wanted to take it back and celebrate his birthday together. He 
had always known somehow that his dad wasn't coming. He knew he was dead but it was so 
nice to fantasise about it all these years.  
He wanted to eat his fish, and blow out the candles from his birthday cake. He desperately 
wanted to hear little brother say happy birthday big brother, in his soft and beautiful voice, he 
wanted to get a kiss from mum and a hug from grandpa. He was so ashamed and angry with 
himself. And he didn't know what to do. 
“I said go to your room boy!”, Boy was standing sheepishly at the table where he had thrown the 
plate.  
“Go to your room!” grandpa bellowed again arm raised pointing to the bedroom just a few steps 
away in case he had forgotten where he slept. 
Deep anger boiled to the surface and boy lunged at the table. 
He grabbed the dish holding his birthday dinner and threw it at the wall as well.  
Then the plate of potatoes and the jug of his favourite pineapple juice. 
He heard his voice screaming as he did this and felt for a moment that he had no control over 
his own body.  
Screaming and yelling and cursing the boy realised that he was not only yelling, but crying as 
well, but he couldn’t stop. Grandpa had rushed over to grab him, but his arms flailed wildly as he 
struggled to keep his balance.  
Grandpa's arms wrapped around the boy, and boy couldn’t help but remember little brother 
when the strange hat-wearing man with the flag had done the same. 
The world was swimming now, everything seemed slow and distorted, the boy felt both a 
participant and yet an observer watching himself at the same time. Completely in control and yet 
utterly lost and unable to do anything except watch himself destroy and break his mother’s 
heart. 
 
When it was all over, the boy sat outside, he had run to the tree and climbed as high as he 
would dare. Grandpa's angry voice and baby sister’s cries were still ringing in his ears. But it 
was the soft whimpering of mum that had broken him. She hadn’t fought him, she hadn’t yelled 
or screamed or even retaliated. She had simply sat where she was and began to sob. 
Holding the screaming baby sister in the other arm she and little brother sat almost like statues. 
Mum sobbing and little brother with his head towards his chest breathing deeply. 
 
The boy was so ashamed. 
So he climbed higher. He was already the highest he had ever gone and the branches swayed 
underneath his weight now, but he wasn’t afraid anymore. Well maybe he was, but he couldn’t 
feel the fear because of his shame.  
The boy just wanted to run away. He wanted to fly away, to disappear. 
He knew he couldn’t take back what he had done, so he just wanted to go. 
He couldn’t face his family.  
And he wanted to disappear. 
 



 

But after a few hours, the boy felt that it was getting cold and he was bored.mum and grandpa 
had finished cleaning the mess, and everyone had gone to bed. 
The Boy waited until the last light had been turned off, and snuck down the tree, through the 
unlocked door and through the kitchen. 
He noticed a plate of food, some bread and slices of meat that mum had made. Next to it was a 
small note that said “ I love you, sweet boy, I'm sorry dad isn’t here. I love you always, mum”. 
The boy’s heart sunk. It would have felt better if mum had written him an angry note or even 
yelled at him. But her kindness pierced him deeper than any hard words ever could. 
 
The boy ate the food and then went to his room. Little brother was sound asleep and the silence 
of the night enclosed around him as the boy crept into his bed and went to sleep, drifting away, 
the boy thought about what he would say to his family in the morning. 
His last thought before the night engulfed him in sleep was “my first day as a man…” 
 
 
The boy woke up suddenly to screaming. 
It was baby sister. Grandpa’s voice could be heard as well yelling.  
But it wasn't anger or yelling coming at the boy, it was a different yelling. 
“BOYS, GET UP, IT'S AN EARTHQUAKE!!” 
 
The Boy sat upright, looking around the room, was this a dream? 
Little brother was already out of bed and motioning to the boy with his hand. He looked afraid. 
The boy got up, took little brothers hand and walked with him cautiously out to the living room. 
The house was messy, dust was falling as the roof began to shake. The boy braced and held 
little brothers hand tightly. 
Mum was already under the table with baby sister, and grandpa grabbed the boys as they got 
through the door.  
“Get underneath,” he said almost in a whisper, but at the same time loud as a yell. 
They scrambled under the table at the same moment, a light fixture fell off the roof in the kitchen 
and smashed onto the ground. 
 
Grandpa rushed under as well and they held onto each other tightly. 
The boy never realised that earthquakes could be so loud. 
The house creaked loudly as it shook and swayed, and the big tree outside cracked and 
seemed to roar and writhe in agony as the boy watched it from underneath the table. The big 
central branch moved the most and moment later an enormous cracking and an ear-splitting 
crash, fell down and through the side of the kitchen where mum and boy washed the dishes.  
Boy hated washing dishes, but now, as the side of the kitchen was completely caved in by the 
fallen tree, he couldn’t help but almost miss it. 
 
The tree falling was the worst bit. But it wasn’t the last of it. 
The earthquake paused for a few moments before an aftershock sent everyone scurrying back 
together under the table. 



 

 
The bookshelf in grandpa’s room fell with a loud crash, but upon inspection afterwards, nothing 
was seriously damaged.  
“It’s a good thing books don’t smash” grandpa managed a weak smile. 
They sat underneath the table for a while longer. 
A few hours after the earthquake, after the last aftershock had passed, there was a knock at the 
door. 
It was the local guard. He was a well-built man with a moustache. 
Mum answered the door. 
“Ma’am, the earthquake has shaken a few houses off of their foundation. We’re going to have to 
ask that you and your family evacuate the area for a few days while the geologists and 
engineers conduct safety tests”. 
Mum nodded, pondering where to go. 
“There is a shelter opening at the local high school if you don’t have anywhere to go”. 
The guard who spoke was kindly looking and wiggled his fingers at baby sister while mum was 
thinking. 
“Is there anything we could assist you or your family with, in the meantime?” he asked 
Mum shook her head. 
“We will pack a few things and go to the shelter.” 
She went to close the door. 
“Oh, and ma’am,” the guard looked like he was unsure whether to say this or not. 
“I served with your late husband, the lion. He was…”  
He suddenly became bashful, and then straightened up and saluted. 
“He was a hero in the highest regard.” 
“Thank you”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

3. The Fall 

 
 

It had been 3 days since the earthquake and the boy was well and truly sick of living in the 
school hall earthquake shelter. 
The earthquake had damaged almost the entire village and so it was packed with families. The 
boy was hungry and angry and tired. 
The food rations were not very big since the road in and out of the village had been blocked by 
a rockslide.  
Local shops from the market had donated their goods, but there were just too many people and 
no one was sure how long it would be until help arrived. 
The boy was tired as well. There were just so many babies and each night it seemed they would 
take turns crying as if trying to keep him awake.  
The boy was angry most of all. Angry that this had happened, and that he was stuck in this 
stupid place. The school hall reminded him of his teachers and their smell.  
You see, teachers all have this same smell about them. And you know when you smell it, that a 
teacher is lurking around nearby ready to tell you to shush or to do more work or give you a 
detention or worse use the cane on you. 
The entire hall smelt like teachers. It lingered and the boy felt that his whole life at the moment 
was one big detention. 
 
At dinner, everyone lined up and waited for different volunteers to serve them food. 
It had been the boys turn to “volunteer” twice already. Grandpa had signed them both up 
because he said it would be good to serve others and not be selfish all the time.  
 
One thing that the boy liked about giving out the food was that he and the team of servers would 
be allowed to fill their plate first, in case there was nothing left afterwards. 
The boy was excited tonight because they were serving sweet potato and corn, which he liked 
very much. There were even some meatballs in rich tomato sauce. The boy helped himself to 3 
of them and put the plate behind him resting on one of the benches. 
“After I finish handing out the food, I’m going to have a feast.” he thought to himself. 
 



 

Everyone lined up and shuffled through, getting served one by each of the food servers as they 
went past. 
The boy’s job was to hand out bread rolls at the beginning of the line. The bread was pretty 
hard, as it was leftover from the day before and lots of people complained as he handed it to 
them. “It's not my fault it's hard”, he thought 
“Stupid people”. 
After about half an hour, the food was running very low. The servers had been a little too 
generous at first and given away too much food, so now, as the line was closing to an end, the 
people at the end didn't have almost anything to eat. 
The family at the end of the line approached the table to get their food. 
There was a mum and a dad, and 2 little girls about the same age as little brother. The boy 
thought that they must be twins, even though they didn't look the same. 
 
“I’m sorry, we don’t have anything left for seconds” the leader of the servers announced. 
He was a bald man, with little tufts of reddish hair coming out of the sides of his head, but 
nothing on top. 
 
“We aren't coming for seconds.” the dad replied. “We haven't eaten yet.” 
 
“I'm really sorry, but we don’t have any food left”. The bald red-headed man looked a bit 
ashamed and his face went a bit red. Almost the colour of his remaining hair. 
 
“We have some food we can give you”.The boy recognised the voice. It was grandpa. 
He held out his pre-prepared plate and gave it to the man.  
“You look like you need this more than we do, isn't that right boy” 
The boy recoiled slightly as grandpa touched his shoulder.  
He knew that this was coming. 
The boy let out an annoyed sigh. 
Grandpa was very caring and generous, and the boy didn't have a problem with that, in fact, he 
was a little proud of it.  
But he knew that this meant giving up his dinner as well and the boy had been looking forward 
to this meal all day. 
 
“They don’t need both our plates grandpa” the boy smiled slightly, trying to look innocent. He 
knew he didn't. 
 
Grandpa sighed.  
“Boy, the right thing to do is to share what we have with people who need it.” 
He took the boys plate as well as his own and reached over to hand it to the family. 
The boy was feeling upset again. Like he had felt on his birthday. 
“But grandpa, I'm really hungry,” he said through gritted teeth. He didn’t want the family in front 
of him to hear what he was saying because he knew it was selfish of him to say it. 
“I deserve this, I stood here for half an hour and served these stupid ungrateful people”. 



 

Tears stung his eyes. Hot tears, angry tears. 
He wanted to yell and scream and throw a grandpa's plate in his face. 
He was tired and very hungry and sore from sleeping on the floor and sick of not having his own 
space. He missed the big tree in his yard.  
Grandpa gave both plates to the family at the end of the line. They were grateful but not as 
grateful as the boy felt they should be.  
He stared at the dad as they took the plates and began to leave. 
His dad would never have taken food from a kid. 
Then again, his dad wouldn’t have needed to.  
His dad was organised and prepared. If all else had failed and they had needed to line up in this 
stupid line, dad would have been prepared and come early to get his food. Not like this stupid 
ungrateful idiot... 
 
The boy stood silent and staring as the family left. 
Grandpa touched his shoulder. 
“I know that was hard for you”. The boy pulled away. 
“DON'T TOUCH ME. You KNEW I was hungry, and you took away my meal. 
YOU KNEW. AND AFTER ID SPEND ALL DAY HELPING YOU!!” 
Before grandpa had a chance to reply, the boy began to run. 
He ran past the families finishing off their food. Past the stupid baby whose turn it was to cry 
apparently, and past the mat on the floor where he and his family had been “sleeping” the last 
forever days. 
He ran to the door of the school hall and out into the air. 
It was now past the middle of the day, and the afternoon air hit him like a pleasant wave. Finally 
out of this endless detention, the boy continued running, through the schoolyard and over the 
fence. 
The gate was open, but this somehow felt better. More freeing. 
The boy continued to run and run.  
He ran all the way home and under the wooden board signs that the town guards had covered 
unsafe house entrances with. The boy thought it looked like a sign saying that this was a crime 
scene. 
The only crime here was how hungry the boy felt he thought. Stupid grandpa. 
 
The boy pushed the front door. He noticed the door jam was warped and even though the door 
was locked, it opened easily. He stepped lightly at first, nervous that there would be animals 
inside or that the ground would open up and swallow him or maybe even monsters inside. 
But there was nothing. Just the silence of an empty house. 
The boy looked around the living room. It was exactly how they had left it, with a few footprints 
in the dust most likely from the inspectors and guards. 
 
The boy walked to the kitchen and to the pantry.  
The pantry door slid open and the boy grabbed some of the treasures inside.  



 

A few dried apricots and a plate of dates and pistachios a can of pineapple slices in natural 
juice. 
He cradled them in his arms and walked over to his dad's study.  
The door was shut and locked, as normal. The boy put the food down and ran to his room to get 
his pick locking equipment. 
He picked the lock and went inside. 
The branch that had fallen through the kitchen window had a sister that had well and truly 
smashed through the wall of the study. The branches were deep through the wall and knocked 
over the bookcase that dad’s books sat neatly on. 
The boy went over to dad's reading chair. He'd never sat on it before, always just happy to sit in 
the room and stare at it. 
But today, he climbed onto the comfy leather seat and lay back. It was the first good chair he 
had sat on in days, and he felt for a moment it was the softest thing he had ever felt. 
The boy started eating the dates and apricots and savoured the taste. His empty stomach 
rumbled as if it were thanking him for ending its misery.  
The boy ate the entire plate.  
Satisfied, the boy took the pineapple can from his lap and placed it onto the study table. 
He didn't feel like it now and was starting to regret eating so fast. He leaned back in the chair to 
stretch himself out.  
This chair was so comfortable. Dried apricots were so good and the silence was so wonderful. 
The boy felt happier than he could remember. 
Only one thing could make this better.  
The boy reached down to the side of the chair to feel for it and found it. 
The cushion for his feet. 
Bliss. 
The boy lifted his feet and stretched out. As he leaned back, the back of the chair hit the wall 
behind and the boy felt a strange rumble. 
He paused. Frozen. Could it be another earthquake? 
Nothing. 
The boy eased up and leaned back again. He felt a bump in the back of his chair as if the wall 
was pushing him back where the seat had stretched out.  
And then he heard the rumble again. 
More of a crumble than an actual rumble, the boy's eyes darted to the tree which was moving. 
Below it the remains of the wall that was holding it up began to crumble and splinter as the tree 
continued its long paused fall to the ground. 
The Boy felt a sudden lurch as the floor gave way. Accompanying the loud crashing sound, 
screamed as the chair started to fall through the floor. 
“WHOAAAAAA!!!” the boy fell arms waving into the ground. He fell for what seemed like ages 
until a large thud engulfed him in blackness. 
 
The boy woke a while later. The sun was shining its evening colours now, or at least that’s what 
it felt like as the boy looked up from where he was lying. 
He was in a deep hole. At least 3 body lengths deep. 



 

He felt his head for any blood. There wasn’t any, but it felt like his head was split in half. 
Was this a weird dream? 
He had felt this a number of times recently.  
The pain reminded him that it wasn’t. 
The boy sat up, too fast at first, but upon recovering from his dizziness tried again slower. 
His eyes adjusted to the hole. 
It was more of an enormous crack than a hole, and there wasn’t much inside, besides himself, 
the chair and some of the wall that had fallen in. 
The chair itself hadn’t fallen the whole way in but was lodged about halfway up stuck in the 
crevice. 
He jumped up to grab it, an idea he thought wise at the time, but quickly realised was foolish. 
The chair rattled and began to continue its fall.  
The boy shrieked as it fell towards him, closed his eyes and held up his arms in defence, but 
luckily it was snagged again and stopped before completing its drop. 
Something fell out of the chair though and hit the boy right on the head. 
He opened his eyes to see a small book on the floor. 
The book must have been inside the chair. 
 
The boy picked up the book.  
It was a simple brown leather book with a lion drawn on the front of it. His dad's lion. 
It was the same design as the one on dad’s jacket, and the same one was painted on dad’s 
fighter plane. 
The boy would know that lion anywhere. 
The lion had fierce but somehow kind eyes. You could tell that the lion was strong and deserved 
to be feared, but somehow you also knew that it was a good lion, wild as it may be. 
 
Beneath the lion’s picture was a single word, presumably the name of the book. He had never 
seen the word before and wasn’t sure how to pronounce it. 
 
“Enchiridion”. 
The word was spoken aloud by someone behind the boy. 
The boy turned around. 
It was dad. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

4. The Enchiridion  

 
 

 
The boy gasped and screamed at the same time. The noise coming out of him sounded like an 
emptying balloon, he backed up until he hit the wall behind him.  
Dad smiled. 
“Don’t be afraid”. 
 
The boy frozen with confused fear didn’t know how to react. So he kept screaming. Or at least 
that's what he tried to do. 
Dizzy all of a sudden the boy leant back onto the wall of the hole and closed his eyes. 
“This is just a dream” he muttered,  
“Just a dream” 
He paused.  
Everything was quiet. Only the racing beats of his own heart broke the silence.  
The boy slowly began to calm himself. 
“It was just a weird dream, or a hallucination, or something”. 
 
The boy decided to open his eyes. 
Slowly. 
Dad was standing facing him, smiling. 
“NOPE” 
He closed his eyes violently and began to mutter again 
“It's only a dream, only a dream”. 
 
This time, the boy decided to yell as he opened his eyes. 



 

“YOU’RE NOT REALLLLL,” He screamed as his eyes flashed open. 
 
The boy stopped dead. 
This time he didn’t close his eyes. 
It was undeniable. 
Dad was there, smiling at him. 
The eyes of the lion, strong yet gentle. Powerful yet loving. Wild, but good. 
 
“Don’t be afraid son”. 
 
The boy burst into tears. 
Tears of relief. 
But tears of sadness and bottled up anger and fear and a million other things he didn’t 
understand all came out... It felt like a million tonnes of weight were sliding off his back as he 
cried. 
Dad stood still, a look of sadness and understanding in his eyes. 
 
“How?” He managed to finally get out between sobs.  
“You found my book. I am always with you when you read my words” 
 
The boy frowned, “what do you..” 
Dad pointed to the book that the boy was holding onto. 
“The Enchiridion. I wrote it for you when you were young. My words are my soul to you and in 
them, I live”. 
 
“So are you here with me, or just in the book”  
“My son, I am always with you. But you will hear me in my words when you read them.” 
My body is broken and gone, but my soul is for you and with you always. 
 
The boy understood. 
Somehow. 
 
Silence filled the room once again. The boy looked at the book. 
“Enchiridion” 
“ An Enchiridion is a book containing essential information, an important book. After my incident 
with the Hyena’s, I decided that I would search for and find the meaning of a very important 
question. I spent years finding it, and by the time I did, you had been born. 
So I wrote this book for you, my son. So that you would always know the answer to the very 
important question.” 
“What question is that dad?”  
“What it means to be a man”. Dad smiled again.  
“I know that you just turned 13. And though I could not take you myself, in my own body, I will 
take you into the mountain to teach you the ways of a man.  



 

This book has all you need to know to become a man. And not just a man. Your mother and I 
have always hoped that you would be a good man.” 
 
The boy held the book in his hand. He was suddenly very interested in looking through it. 
“Promise me that you will follow this book to its end.” 
 
“I promise dad.” 
Dad smiled. 
“Open it and see” 
 
The boy opened the book. His fingers felt the leather and skimmed over the patch of the lion’s 
face and through the ripples on the lion’s mane. 
Opening to the first page he took a breath, ready for his journey to begin. 
 
He quickly flipped the pages over, throughout the entirety of the book and back again to the first 
page. 
 
In the middle of the page, in neatly handwritten text were written 4 words. 
“Get up, keep trying” 
 
As far as the boy could see, the rest of the book was completely blank. 
Every page, completely blank and untouched. 
 
“Dad, are you sure this is the book you wrote me?” 
 
Dad nodded. 
“You have enough for now son. The rest will reveal themselves to you when you have learned 
this lesson. 
So many people spend their lives reading wise words and not acting on them. My words will 
only come when you are ready for them. So are you ready?”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 

5. The Hole  

 
 
Dad looked up. 
“This hole is deep. You’ll need to get out of it if we are to head to the mountain.” 
 
The boy grimaced. “Yeah, but I don't have a rope or a ladder.” 
“You don’t need a rope or a ladder.” replied dad. “Climb up” 
 
The boy didn’t like this, he was a big way down and he’d never climbed something this tall 
before. 
 
“But what if I fall?” “Look at the book and read the words,” said dad.  
“Get up, keep trying”.  
The book was blunt and didn't mince words. The boy pushed the book into his pocket.  
“ That's what happens if you fall. You will get up and keep trying”. 
 
The boy approached the rockface. 
It was jagged, and bits of tree root and rock jutting out of the side. 
He felt like maybe this was possible, if only it wasn’t such a huge drop. 
Lifting his hands up to meet the wall, he tried grabbing anything protruding.  
His left hand found a bit of rock, and his right found a divet in the earth. 
He pushed his feet and lifted himself into the ground. 
The rock crumbled in his hand and he stumbled back down. 
 
“Get up, keep trying”.  Said, dad. 



 

The boy approached the wall again. He found another grip point and pushed off again. This time 
it held. 
He reached his arm up and found a tree root, it was as thick as his arm and had a small gap 
between the dirt and his hand so he squeezed his hand through. now that he had a strong grip 
he shuffled his feet until he found a foothold and lifted himself up onto the root.  
It stood strong and he reached around, skimming the face of the wall until he found another 
gripping point. Testing it for strength he pulled at it until he was confident it would hold him and 
he let go of his first branch and reached for this one. 
This branch was broken and sap was leaking out of it. The branch was strong but slippery, as 
he pulled his weight onto it, his hand slipped and he plunged back onto the ground of the hole. 
“OWWWW” the boy screamed and held his right arm with his left. It had scraped the wall as he 
had fallen and he had hurt his back when he landed on it. 
It was getting quite dark, but the boy could feel blood trickling out of his right forearm near the 
elbow. 
It stung and throbbed. 
The boy slumped down onto the floor dejected and miserable. 
 
“Get up, keep trying”. Dad repeated. 
“No, I'm done with this. I'll wait until morning when someone comes and finds me.” 
 
“Get up, keep trying”. Dad reached down and held his hand out to the boy. 
The boy didn't move. 
He was discouraged and annoyed. 
How did dad think he could climb up this stupid hole? 
“Get up, keep trying”.  Dad lowered his hand and sat next to the boy. 
 
“Do you remember my story about the lion? 
The boy nodded slowly, unwilling to talk. 
“When the hyenas came, I really thought I was going to die. But I didn't want to die so easily. I 
wanted to give the hyenas a good fight first. 
So as they were approaching, I stood tall, Started the Matriarch in the eyes and began to swing.  
And yell 
And swing”. 
 
The boy managed a smile. He loved this part of the story. 
And he knew it word for word. 
Dad knew that he knew it word for word too, and waited for him to recite it with him. 
“And swing.” 
Dad paused and waited for the boy. 
“And yell” the boy whispered, still ever so slightly upset. 
“And swing,” dad said louder 
“And yell” the boy smiled now. 
“And swing 



 

And yell 
And swing  
And yell 
And swing” 
They were saying it together now, each time getting louder. 
“AND SWING 
AND YELL  
AND SWING 
AND YELL” 
Dad yelled loudly “AHHHHHHHHHHHH” 
Boy joined him. 
“AAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH” 
They both stood as loud as they could. 
The hole echoed. 
Dad began to laugh. 
The boy began to laugh, 
And both fell back down onto the floor laughing. 
 
“You know boy, I never told you the whole part of that story.” 
Boy’s ears pricked up. “What do you mean?” 
He was a bit afraid that dad would tell him that this wasn't a true story, or that dad had been 
exaggerating the whole thing to entertain him. 
“Every time I swung, I fell over. 
My leg was badly broken and I could only hold myself up when I was leaning on the pole. So 
whenever I swung the pole I lost my balance and fell over. 
Every time I swung and yelled, the hyenas would take a step back, even the matriarch, 
But each time I fell they would take a step closer. 
So I had these words in my head when I was swinging and yelling. 
“Get up, keep trying”.  
“Get up, keep trying”.  
“Get up, keep trying”.  
“Get up, keep trying”.  
And every time I yelled I would get back up and swing again. 
I knew that I would fall over again and that the pain would be great. But I had to keep trying. 
  
 
The boy hung his head. 
Dad had literally had to fight off a group of hyenas with a broken leg in the middle of the 
wreckage of a crashed plane and hadn't given up. And here he was in a hole, unwilling to try 
climbing out of it. 
 
The boy stood up. 
“Get up, keep trying”.   The voice wasn't dads anymore. It was his own. 



 

He reached out his arms and grabbed the wall. Finding his grip he lifted himself up, one step at 
a time. 
His left hand and then his right, left leg and then the right, up and up . he found that faithful 
branch he had lifted himself onto, and even though it was now almost completely dark, he felt 
his way, higher and higher. 
He slipped 2 more times, crashing to the ground, but he didn’t give up again. 

 
“Get up, keep trying”.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 

6. The World of Wheels 
 

 
 

The boy lifted himself out of the hole slowly, he was wondering if dad would be able to climb out 
when dad’s voice startled him from above. 
Dad was already there. 
“Metaphysical you know.” he smiled as the boy got to his feet. 
The boy looked around. 
“Where... Are..we..? “ This wasn’t dads study anymore 
Not at all. 
They were at the foot of a mountain, and it crept into the clouds above. Also, the boy realised 
that it was no longer dark, but that the sun had begun to creep over the horizon. He had been 
climbing and trying to get out of the hole all through the night. 
The mountain was strange, not like the one that stood watch over the boy and his family’s 
village. 
The sunrise made it seem like the mountain was glistening, moving and writhing. 
The boy stood staring. 
The mountain WAS glistening, moving and writhing. 
Not only the mountain but everything. The sky, and clouds. The trees around him and even his 
hands as he stared at them. Glistening, moving and writhing. 
He looked closely.  
Wheels! Everything was made of wheels, moving this way and that. Rotating in every axis and 
on every surface. 
The boy stared. Completely transfixed by this weird and wonderful phenomena. 
“Beautiful isn't it” announced dad. 
“But don’t let the shiny distract from the task. Open the enchiridion and see the next lesson.” 
The boy was distracted. He kept staring, intrigued. 
“What are these wheels dad?” 



 

Dad paused for a moment. 
“Get the enchiridion and read the next page”. 
The boy seemed to snap out of it momentarily. 
He pulled the enchiridion out of his pocket and flipped to the next page which now somehow 
had writing on it; 
“What are you doing here?” 
The words were clear and yet completely vague. 
He read them again “What are you doing here?” 
 
“What do you mean, what am I doing here?” The boy was puzzled. 
“Answer the question boy,” replied dad patiently. 
 
“What are you doing here?” his eyes glossed over the words again, and again. 
 
“I don't understand”. 
“Answer the question boy” replied dad. 
The boy wasn't that intrigued by this new puzzle, these words on a page. 
But he was intrigued by the wheels and slowly as he pretended to think about it, glanced back to 
his hands and the wheels glistening, moving and writhing on them. 
 
Time passed. 
The boy didn't even realise it but by the time dad spoke, it had been so long that now the sun 
was well and truly up in the sky. 
“Are you going to answer the question boy?”  
The boy seemed to wake up even though he had been awake this entire time. 
He looked around, at dad, and then noticed the sun. 
“How... what?”  
“The question boy. Answer it” 
The boy had completely forgotten about the question. 
Enchiridion still in hand he looked down and read the words on the page again 
“What are you doing here?” 
“ I don't know, “  
“Answer the question properly boy, “ dad was starting to be a little louder, not angry per se, but 
just louder and firmer. 
“I don't know what I'm doing here, “ the boy stammered. 
“ I climbed out of the hole, and you were going to take me to the mountain.” 
“So what are you doing here boy” dad repeated, pleased, but not quite ready to show it yet. 
“I am going up to the mountain, to learn how to become a man” 
“So, what are you doing here then?” Dad knew the boy was close to understanding. 
“I'm standing here, wasting time? When should I be following you?” 
Dad broke into a smile, clapped his hands and laughed. 
The wheels disappeared. 
All of them. 



 

From the boy’s hands to the trees and clouds even to the mountain. 
“Yes my boy, right you are. So let’s get the following.” 
 
Dad began to walk, but boy lagged behind still confused, looking down at his hand to where the 
wheels were that had spun on it before. “What were the wheels though? And why were they 
everywhere?” 
 
“Life is full of things shining, moving and writhing. Like wheels. Some of them are important, but 
most of the time, most of them are pointless distractions that take you away from your task at 
hand. 
Just because something is interesting doesn't mean that it is important.  
You must always ask yourself, “what am I doing here”. Remember where you are and what you 
are doing, and where you are supposed to be going. 
“Why did they disappear though?” The boy was walking now, still looking down at his hand. 
“Because you know what you are supposed to be doing. Distractions come to those with no 
direction. Once we have direction they leave us for a time. 
Now look up and ask yourself, “What are you doing here?” 
 
The boy looked up, dad’s voice had been right next to him, but dad was now quite ahead. 
“I'm following you” he replied and ran after. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

7. The Heart and the Brain 
 

 
 
 
The boy and his father walked through the forest path upwards towards the mountain. 
The path was solid and singular. It clearly showed the distinction between the path and the 
grass that surrounded it. 
The boy thought to himself, even in a dark night someone would be able to find this path and 
tred it. Perhaps this next part would be easy. 
No sooner had he thought this than dad turned to him as if he could read his thoughts and said: 
“how would you know the way to go if I wasn’t here to guide you?” 
“The path” the boy felt like this was somehow a trick because it was too easy, but he couldn’t 
see a possibility of another answer. 
Dad smiled, “ Which path?” 
He faced the path again, the boy looked up to see that it had split. He looked at dad to see him 
fading into the air. 
“Wait!, where are you going?” the boy exclaimed. 
“This road is yours, I will meet you at the end of it.” 
“But how do I know which road is the right one”. The boy was nervous. 
“I’ll meet you at the end of it” dad replied, and with that, he was gone. 
  
 
The boy was alone. He stood at the broken path with 2 options in front of him. 
He fidgeted while he thought nervously that he might make the wrong choice. 
As he put his hands in his pocket he felt the enchiridion and pulled it out to have a look, surely 
this might give him a clue. 
He opened the book to the next page. Words had appeared on it. 
“The heart feels, and the brain thinks, but the wise knows which to follow and when.” 
 



 

The boy sat down onto the path with a thud. 
He looked at the road to his left. It was surrounded by a green grassy fairly well-lit garden. It 
looked easy and safe and fun to travel, and he could smell a strange waft of flowers and vanilla. 
 
The road to the right was different. 
There was no grass surrounding the path, only pebbles and rocks and the occasional weed. 
It was such a contrast, the boy didn’t feel it was possible that 2 such different places could exist 
in the same vicinity but here they were. Complete opposites of one another. To add to the 
picture, the path on the right smelt like a garbage tip. 
The overcasting trees threw long dark shadows onto the path which wound this way and that 
into the distance.  
The boy stood, unsure about what to do. 
 He looked back at the enchiridion still open in his hand. 
“The heart feels, and the brain thinks, but the wise knows which to follow and when.” 
What to do. 
The boy had no idea. 
“If I follow my heart, id follow the path on the left. The one that looks safe and easy to travel. 
But my brain isn’t saying anything. 
“I need to see what my brain would say,”he thought 
He looked closer at the path to the right. 
Even though it was ugly dark and smelly, there was a small plaque on it. 
The boy walked over to have a look. 
There was a small map drawn on it. 
There were a few diagrams and paths sketched out, but nothing was in English. 
 
He walked over to the left path. It too had a sign. 
“Mountain trek 4km.” 
 
“If I used my heart, id go with the left. And if I used my brain, id also go with my left as well. 
This shouldn’t have been a hard decision. 
But something on the plaque was giving him second thoughts. He went over one more time to 
see it. 
There was a very faint drawing, almost completely faded of a lion. 
Dad’s lion. 
“This is the path that I will take, dad left it here for me, and so I will take it.” 
The boy started on the track on the right side path. It was steep and difficult, the pebbles rolled 
under his feet as he walked, and the long shadows of the spindly dead trees cast scary and 
confusing images on his path. 
He walked and walked until he met a new crossroads. 
This time there were three options. 
One on the left, one on the right and one in the middle. 
This time, the faded lion was drawn on the nicest path, the middle one. 
Without hesitation, the boy began to walk up that path.  



 

Until he reached another crossroad with 5 paths. 
This time, none of them had a lion. 
One of the paths headed down the mountain, the boy quickly removed that from his options. 
Another one seemed too dangerous, it was like the first path he had chosen but looked unstable 
and slippery, and the cliff faces were uneven and scary. 
He also removed that from his option. 
The 3 middle paths looked similar. All three were littered with yellow flowers, one was marked 
by a few honey eating birds flitting around and bees buzzing around collecting pollen, one had 
only birds but was marked by weeds that grew through the cracks in the path, as if it hadn’t 
been used for a very long time, and the third was almost the same as the yellow flowers one, 
except that there were no birds or bees. 
The boy decided to use his brain. “Perhaps the weedy path isn't the way, it shows no one has 
gone this way in a long time, so maybe it isn't a good path, and I also don't like bees very much, 
they make me nervous. 
His heart said to him “ the birds frighten easily, there must be a reason that there are no birds or 
bees on the other path. Perhaps id feel safer being around them.” 
The boy thought for a time and then decided to follow the path with the birds and the bees. 
He walked slowly and carefully, as he didn't want to agitate the bees. But in his heart, he felt 
safe. 
The birds singing warmed his heart and he felt protected somehow by their presence.  
 
He walked for a while, further and further up the mountain until he saw the outline of his father in 
the distance. 
As he approached, he noticed something in dad’s hand. A long back scarf. 
 
“Well done my boy” dad laughed.  
“You chose every path correctly. How did you do this?” 
The boy beamed. He had never gotten everything right in a test before. Not even close. 
 
“Well,” he began. 
“The first choice was really hard, I didn't understand the map, and it felt a little weird but as soon 
as I saw the lion, which meant that you’d been there and put it there as a reminder for me, it 
was an easy choice. 
Same thing with the second choice. I saw your mark and followed it.” 
 
“But the third had no mark did it?” Dad replied. 
“I had to use my brain and heart for that one. If I only followed my heart I would have chosen the 
one with no bees, but weeds. 
If I had only followed my brain I would have chosen the one with no birds or bees. But the birds 
made me feel safe, even though my brain knew the bees could potentially sting me. 
So I went with the one my brain and heart agreed somewhat on.” 
Dad was smiling ear to ear. 
“What did you learn then?” was his final question. 



 

The boy pondered for a moment, how to turn his thoughts into words. 
And then it struck him. The enchiridion had said it as clear as could be. 
“The heart feels, and the brain thinks, but the wise knows which to follow and when ”.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
8. The Darkest day 

 

 
 

Dad looked lovingly at the boy. “I’m proud of you son” he smiled. 
“You must be getting hungry, let me get you some food.” 
The boy realised that his stomach was very empty. Very empty. 
 
“Yeah, I  am, “ he nodded. 
His stomach added to the agreement with a loud rumble. 
 
“Sit down on that tree stump. I will get you what you need. Just wait for me”. 

The boy looked over to a tree stump a few metres to his side.  
Why would he have to wait, couldn’t they just get it together? 
“Also,” continued dad.  
“I will put this over your eyes. Wait patiently for me. I will get you what you need.” 
It was the scarf dad had been holding. 
The boy was very confused. 
“What?” what boy stammered. 
“I don’t understand what’s going on dad.” 
 
Dad insisted, “ go and sit on the stump” 
The boy went and hopped up onto the stump. He crossed his legs and sat staring as dad began 
to wrap the scarf around his face. 
“The next lesson written in the enchiridion is simple, 
When someone is trustworthy, trust them”. 



 

Right before he covered the boy's eyes, dad looked him in the eyes and asked him a question. 
He said it very seriously as if it was a hard question that the boy should really think about before 
answering. 
“Do you trust me, boy?” 
“Yes of course” the boy blurted out. 
“Why”.  
“Because you're my dad.” 
Is that the only reason? Not every dad is trustworthy you know.” 
Dad stared at the boy waiting. 
“Well, everything you’ve ever told me has been reliable and true. You don’t break your promises 
and you love me so why would you lie to me?”  
Dad smiled and covered the boy’s eyes with the scarf. 
“Then trust me, I will get what you need.  
Don’t leave the stump, I will get you what you need.” 
“I promise”.  
The boy’s words seemed to echo somewhat in the air. 
He pricked his ears to listen. Was dad still there? 
Silence. 
There was nothing.  
No footsteps, no breathing, nothing. 
 
The boy sat on the stump. Legs crossed, for a while, until his leg began to fall asleep. 
But he didn't want to disobey and plus, he had promised that he wouldn’t get off the stump, and 
he wasn't going to do it, especially so soon. 
 
He sat back and listened intently to the sounds of the forest around him. It was interesting to 
see that the silence soon dissolved into a concert of bird song, the sound of the wind blowing 
through the trees, and the occasional crunch as something nearby stepped on the dead leaves 
that blanketed the forest floor. 
The boy sat and waited, his stomach joining the chorus of noise. 
He was really hungry.  
In fact, the last thing the boy had remembered eating was the snacks he had eaten in the study 
before it had collapsed beneath him. 
That was almost 2 days ago now. 
Where was dad... He wondered.  
Why was he taking so long and where could he have gone? 
There isn't any food around here. What if he can't find me when he returns... 
The boy shook the thought.  
“Stupid” he muttered. Dads not even really here, well, not in a physical form”. He remembered 
when dad had vanished and appeared a few times and when he had laughed about it and 
remarked: “metaphysical you know”.  
 
The boy heard a crunch sound up ahead. 



 

It was something heavy. Not a squirrel or something like that 
It was bigger. 
“Maybe it's dad,” he thought. 
Another crunch. 
But then the thought hit him. Dad wasn't physical, was he? He had never made any footsteps 
before. 
Maybe it wasn’t dad. 
There was another crunch. 
The boy’s heart started to pound. If not dad, who else could it be. 
“Helloo?” 
The boy called. 
“Is anyone there?” 
Nothing. 
Nothing but another crunching sound, slow and lazy, but heavy. Definitely heavy. 
What if it was a bear? Or a wolf or something. 
They weren’t uncommon here and a kid sitting on a stump would make an easy meal. 
In a flurry, the boy ripped off the scarf to see what was making the sounds. 
 
 
Nothing. 
Nothing at all 
It was pitch black 
The boy couldn't even see a hand in front of his face. 
It was like the scarf was still over his eyes. 
But it wasn't. 
The boy was terrified now. 
He screamed. 
“DADDDDDDD???” 
Nothing. 
The boy wanted to run but to where? 
He was in the dark, alone and scared, still on this stupid stump. 
But then it hit him. 
He could see the stump. 
It was the strangest thing, he couldn’t even see his own feet standing on it, and yet he could see 
the stump clear as day. 
 
The boy could feel his heart pounding in his chest.  
Like a gavel being slammed down over and over and over and over again. 
 
“WHAT DO I DOOOOO” the boy screamed into the darkness. 
His head dripped sweat as he panted, ready for a fight, ready to run and also completely 
exhausted and hungry. 
 



 

“When someone is trustworthy, trust them”. 
The reply came as a soft whisper in his heart. 
When someone is trustworthy, trust them”. 
The boy stood still. He breath quietened down as he craned his ears to listen for any sounds 
around him. 
Nothing. 
 
And then  
Crunch. 
 
But then nothing again. 
 
Slowly but surely, the boy's heart slowed down. It stopped shaking his entire body and became 
somewhat calm. 
When someone is trustworthy, trust them”. 
The words rang in his ears. 
Surely dad was trustworthy, 
Even in this darkness, dad had never failed him before. 
Why would he lie to the boy,  
Why would he abandon him in the darkness? 
 
The boy looked down at his feet where the scarf was caught on a burr of the stump. 
 
“Dad IS trustworthy” he resolved. 
Bending down the boy picked up the scarf.  
He laughed to himself, 
“ I can't see anything anyway, what's the point of this.” 
Slowly sitting back down onto the stump, the boy crossed his legs again.  
“Dad IS trustworthy”.  
Placing the scarf back over his eyes he tied it and sat still. 
 
Crunch.  
The sound came again. 
The boy sat still. 
“Dad IS trustworthy” he whispered. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

9. The Tree of life 

 
 

The boy and dad sat on the stump watching a big fish cook over the fire. It smelled amazing. 
The fire crackled and spat as the juices dripped from the fish as if it were savouring the flavours. 
The boy had forgotten his hunger for a while, while he sat on the stump. Dad had eventually 
come back as he had promised and the boy didn't even bother asking what the crunch sounds 
might have been or why his eyes didn't work earlier, because, strangely enough, he didn't feel it 
was important. 
These lessons of the enchiridion were changing him somehow. He didn't know what was real if 
any of this, but it didn't matter. 
The changes inside of him were real, and that was all that really mattered. 
 
The boy felt a twinge of shame as he remembered the last time he had been just about to eat 
fish. It was his birthday. 
 
“Tomorrow we will be going to see the tree of life,” said dad, as he stared through the flame into 
nothing. 
The boy nodded. Still staring at the fish. 
 
“She was beautiful you know”, dad began a story. 
“Your mother. The first time I laid eyes on her. 
And so full of life”. His eyes lit up as he remembered. 
 
I had just arrived in the hospital after being rescued, both of my legs had healed wrong, so the 
doctors needed to re-break them. 
I was tired and hungry, I had lost so much weight from being unable to walk and gather food, 
and I was feeling confused, upset and a little bit afraid if I’m honest. 
And Ngonyama was heavy on my mind.”  
Dad was lost in the fire. 



 

“Oh, Ngonyama. My brother, my friend.” 
 
Dad found himself again. 
“Your mother was one of the orthopedic surgeons that was stationed in the rehabilitation 
ward. She was different to the other surgeons. She had this way in her walk, as if every 
moment was a holiday as if it was truly her pleasure to be helping people, not just a job. 
Her smile gave people the courage to walk when they could not. 
It wasn’t the medicine or the other doctors that rehabilitated people in that ward, it was 
her.” 
Dad paused and smiled. The boy could see how much he loved mum, and how much 
he missed her. 
 
“The first time we met was the day that she rebroke and straightened my legs”. 
Boy sat up. 
“What?” 
Because of the war, there weren't any electricity or anesthetic, and mum insisted that 
my legs needed to be repaired before they fully healed wrong.  
So with 3 male nurses holding me down, she did it. 
I screamed so hard that I threw up all over her .” 
Dad broke into laughter. 
“I was so embarrassed, but she was so kind and even laughed herself, she had done 
this thing before multiple times when she was stationed as a medic.” 
His eyes shone. This memory of mum seemed to make him more alive. Up till now, boy 
had noticed that dad's skin was almost translucent, but here in the midst of this story, 
dad was solid. His olive skin shimmering in the firelight.  
And his eyes. Dark green most would say dark brown, but the boy had often stared into 
his eyes and seen the emerald green hiding in there. 
The colour was back in his dad's eyes. 
“Your mother helped me walk again. 
A lot of the other doctors and nurses had told me that I would be using a wheelchair for 
the rest of my life. 
But not your mother. 
Every step I took for the rest of my life was a testament to her faithfulness, her love and 
fierce compassion”. 
 
The boy sat staring at the sizzling fish.  
He had never heard this story before. 
He knew mum had worked in the hospital where dad had gone after his plane crash.  



 

He had even heard mum joke with him about breaking his legs again if he was late from 
work or didn't take her out for her birthday. Those jokes would always make dad snort 
with laughter. The boy just thought it was an inside joke, or maybe some grown-up joke 
that he didn't get. 
He had never known that mum was an orthopedic surgeon. 
He didn't know she had been in the army or had served as a medic. 
 
“After seeing your mother for a few months, she told me she wanted me to meet her 
father, your grandpa. 
I'll never forget that moment. 
Your mother and I knocked at the door of this little wooden cabin.  
The door opened and my mouth hit the floor.” 
 
Boy was sitting on the edge of the stump. He had certainly never heard this story. 
“I immediately stood up straight and saluted. I was standing in front of the 
Lieutenant-General of the entire Moroccan air force.” 
“No!” Boy interjected. 
“Grandpa was in the air force too?” 
“ After the war took me away, your mother and grandfather decided to move on with 
their lives and forget their past in the armed services. They didn’t want you to glorify war 
and see it as a family tradition, in case you went and died as I had, and mother and I 
decided when we had you that she would stay home and be a mother to you and then 
your little brother, and now your baby sister.” 
 
“But grandpa doesnt have any medals or even any money. He lives with us now and he 
works as a merchant’s hand in the town square.” 
 
“He gave away his medals, sold them and his house to help the orphans and widows of 
the war. The little he kept was used to finish paying for your house, so he could support 
your mum and you guys”. 
 
The boy sat still now. He was remembering all the rude things he had said to grandpa, 
all the times he had yelled at him and told him to go live somewhere else. The boy had 
treated grandpa as if he was an unwanted guest, living off them like some kind of 
useless sponge. The truth was that it was the boy who was the sponge. 
 
“I didn't know any of this.” whispered the boy.  
He didn't feel hungry anymore and hopped off the stump to go lie down in the grass 
near the fire. 



 

 
The boy lay there in the darkness, still hearing the crackle of the fire in the silent sky. 
Dad approached and gave him the fish on the stick it had been cooking on. 
“Eat, you'll need your energy for tomorrow.” 
 
 
 
 
The boy woke with a sudden jerk. He had been dreaming about hyenas, trying to run 
away from them but somehow unable to move. Swinging his arms wildly as they moved 
closer and closer. A loud roar filled his ears. 
Startled, and relieved he sat up. 
“Ready to go?”  dad’s eyes met his. 
 
They continued up the mountain, leaving the forest behind.  
The path ended, and they continued through a clearing, a green grassy paddock until 
the boy saw a single solitary tree up ahead.  
“That is the tree of life” dad announced. 
As they approached, the boy was speechless.  
This was the biggest tree he had ever laid eyes on. 
It was the size of a mountain. The bell tower in the middle of the village was the highest 
building he had ever seen and he felt that the very top of the bell tower wouldn't even 
reach a percentage of the way up this tree. 
By the time they reached the trunk, the boy couldn't see the top anymore. 
 
The trunk itself was huge. The boy imagined it would take a small crowd holding hands 
to reach around it. 
 
“So what do we do now we have reached the tree dad. “ the boy wondered, hoping his 
dad wouldn't tell him to do what he feared he might. 
“ You already know that I'm going to tell you to climb it.” 
The boy winced. 
The branches were close enough together to climb, but the sheer size of this tree meant 
that even if he could simply walk up the side of the tree like some magical acrobat it 
would still take hours, maybe days. 
 
“Read what the enchiridion is saying to you and take the lesson with you to the top of 
the tree. 



 

Once you are there you are to collect one leaf. A young leaf not fully unfurled yet and 
bring it back to me”. 
Do not be afraid, I have asked the tree to not let you fall. 
But I cannot come with you, you must do this and learn this lesson on your own.” 
 
The boy opened the enchiridion, read the lesson and began climbing. 
Dad’s words about the tree not letting him fall were strange, but after about an hour of 
climbing, he understood what they meant. 
The boy was distracted and missed a limb on his climb. 
He slipped and fell from the branch he was on, but as he began to stumble, a branch 
shot out beneath him and grabbed him by the waist, prodding him back onto his feet. 
“What the” the boy was confused, but after a few moments continued his trek, feeling a 
mixture of confusion and peace. 
If this tree was somehow alive and able to catch him, he would feel safer.  
Trusting this was the case, the boy climbed higher and higher. 
It was amazing this tree, the boy had never experienced anything like it before. He didn't 
believe in magic, but somehow this tree challenged all of his preconceptions and ideas.  
Sometimes, in the silence, he swore he could hear people’s voices, not haunting or 
scaring him, but comforting him. He felt he knew these voices, they were familiar to him 
and he enjoyed their company. 
He had never heard these voices before, nor did he recognise them as being anyone he 
knew, but somehow he knew them, he couldn't pinpoint from where, or how, but he 
knew them. 
He felt he had known them his whole life. Their voices echoed memories of his dreams. 
 
Night fell. 
The tree provided the boy with a rather large gap, almost a cave, in which to sleep. 
Also berries. Sweet red berries,  
So many that the boy ate until he was stuffed. 
As the boy lay down to sleep, he thought of the words of the enchiridion. 
He thought of his journey so far and wondered what the lesson he would learn was 
going to be. 
He thought about mum, younger brother and baby sister. He thought about grandpa. 
“ Lieutenant General ??” he couldn't believe it.  
His grandpa and mum had also been in the war. 
And grandpa was some great hero. 
It was all so much to take in. 
Boy’s last feeling before he drifted to sleep was one of pride in his family. 
 



 

 
Sunrise broke through the leaves the following morning. The boy had slumbered 
through a deep and dreamless night. 
He woke, and after collecting water from the dew on the leaves around him, continued 
his climb. 
He wondered how much longer this would take, still hearing the familiar whispers from 
the tree around him, these many voices he recognised but didn’t understand how. 
At one point he heard one of the voices laugh. The boy smiled. That’s exactly how little 
brother used to sound when he laughed. 
The day went on, the boy noticed the darkening of the sky around him. There would be 
rain tonight.  
He hoped that the tree would provide him another cave to rest in, but as darkness fell, 
and he had time only to collect a few berries this time, there was no cave. 
A large flat branch gave him a good place to lie down, but as the thunder roared and 
lightning struck around him, he felt no rain, or even cold. 
The boy wondered why but quickly faded to sleep before he had the chance to get up 
and examine what was happening. 
Another dreamless night passed. 
The boy was tired, he had been climbing this unbelievably high tree now for over 2 
days. The tree was safe, and he felt at ease here, not lonely at all somehow. 
Throughout the day he silently listened to the voices around him, contemplated the 
words of the enchiridion, and thought about his family. 
He wondered how little brother was going. He felt guilty that he hadn’t been a great 
brother to him, not even a good one he sadly admitted. 
And baby sister, how was she, he wondered. 
He had realised that he had hardly ever even carried her these last few months. 
Heart sinking, he had vowed to do better when he returned. 
 
The next morning, the boy woke to see that the leaves above him had knotted 
themselves together to make a shelter for him. 
That’s why he wasn’t wet or even cold. 
He thought about these leaves. 
So many millions of them. Knitted together to make this tree. Both forming the tree as 
well as forming because of the tree. 
 
The boy didn’t have long to climb now. He was able to see the top of the tree. And with 
it Dad’s challenge to collect a leaf. 
“ A young leaf not fully unfurled yet and bring it back to me”. Those were Dad’s words. 



 

Slowly but surely, the boy reached the top of the tree. The branches of the tree moved, 
some pushing him to the very top, others moving aside for him to see above the 
canopy. 
He looked through.  
The boy could only see above him, for below was completely filled with the green 
canopy of the tree. It was enormous. Bigger than the boy’s entire school, he thought. 
  
He set out to find a leaf. 
It was not difficult at all. 
For every few fully formed leaves, there was a young immature leaf rising up to its 
place. 
The boy chose one he liked, but could not figure out why, since they all looked so 
similar. There was something about the leaf, he could feel it. Feeling silly, the boy 
deliberately scuffled the leaves, so that he would lose it, but even as the leaves came 
back together, as exactly the same as all the other leaves, this one leaf still stood out to 
him. 
The boy shrugged and picked it. 
As soon as he pulled it from the branch, the tree around and beneath him began to 
dissolve and with an intense and blinding whoosh, he was left standing at the same spot 
he had last seen dad.  
At the base of the tree. 
He stood shell shocked for a few minutes. Staring at the tree. 
 
 
The boy looked up. 
He felt confused, was the tree the same colour as it had been before or did it just seem 
to be losing colour? 
 
“It’s dying”  
Dad’s voice startled the boy. It was the first out loud voice he had heard in days. 
“What do you mean it's dying??”  
Dad pointed at the leaf in the boy's hand. 
The leaf was as green as it had been before. 
And in contrast, the tree was fading very quickly. 
Cascades of dry dead leaves started to fall around him. 
And as they stood staring upwards, whole branches began to tumble down. Crashing 
and splintering as they fell. 
“I'm not in any danger of getting hit by debris son,” dad quipped. 
“But I think you should probably run”. 



 

 
The boy didn’t need to be told twice. 
He bolted.  
All around him the deluge of falling tree collapsed and shook the earth. Larger and 
larger branches were falling now, in the midst of the thundering crashes, there were 
small silent whispers that somehow made their way into the boy’s ears. 
“don't forget,” they all said the same thing. 
“don't forget”... 
He recognised many of them from his climb. He continued running for what seemed like 
ages, he realised just how many voices there were. 
They were as numerous as the very leaves that were around him. 
 
 
The boy ran until he collapsed onto the floor. 
The grass was soft and warm from the sun beating down on it all day. 
The boy struggled to catch his breath, and dad reappeared next to him, also seated on 
the grass. 
 
The boy sat in silence. Confused and bewildered by what he had experienced. Staring 
at the ground he considered his thoughts. It felt like it had been a hundred years like he 
had lived in the tree his whole life. 
He felt sad, crushed that the tree had died as if it were an old friend. The myriads of 
voices had been silenced, and he felt alone. Truly alone. 
 
“I remember when I climbed the tree” Dad was staring at the same spot as the boy. It 
was a grassy area, but this spot was bare as if the grass somehow didn’t want to cover 
this bit. As if something else was meant to be there. 
“What did the enchiridion tell you?” Dad looked up as he spoke. 
 
The boy remained silent for a while, and slowly began to reply 
“At first I didn’t have any idea what it meant, But now I'm starting to understand. At least 
I think I do.” 
Dad smiled and looked back down at the ground.  
“Tell me what it means” 
“Well,” the boy stammered. 
“The leaf I picked is me. 
And the tree is my family, my heritage, my ancestors. 
Without the tree, the leaf would never have been made, and never would have reached 
up as high as it did 



 

In the same way, my family and my past have lifted me higher than I could ever get on 
my own. They nourished me and protected me, and it was their voices I heard when I 
was climbing keeping me company and encouraging me to keep going.That’s why they 
felt so familiar. 
But at the same time, when I separated the leaf from the tree, the whole tree died. 
Because the only way my family is honoured and my ancestors are remembered is 
through me being part of them.” 
 
Dad was clearly very proud. 
He smiled widely, and a tear formed on his eye.  He looked up and spoke very softly, 
almost in a whisper. 
“So What should you do then?” 
The boy opened his hand, still clasped inside was the leaf.  
The boy looked at the leaf, and then his eyes went to the bare piece of land that he had 
been staring at. 
He reached out his other hand and fingered a small hole in the soil. Placing the leaf 
stalk into it, he patted the soil down around it. 
Dad reached up to his eye, taking the tear from it, he placed it gently down onto the 
stalk and it dripped into the soil. 
 
“I think you should stand back son,” he said with a smirk. 
 
The boy got to his feet. 
The leaf began to tremble ever so slightly and then BOOM. 
A tree began to erupt, like a volcano, out of the soil. 
The boy stumbled backwards, but then turned around and became a full-fledged run. 
The Earthshaking made him stumble, but this time it wasn't destruction around him but 
an explosion of life. 
The boy laughed as he ran. The voices of his ancestors came back, they were laughing 
too. 
And they still whispered the same thing they had said before” don't forget”. 
 
The boy ran and ran and ran. 
When he could no longer feel the shaking of the earth around him he stopped and 
turned around to see the tree of life once more. Just as he remembered it at first. 
A tree the size of a mountain. 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 

10.  The many armed beast 

 
 
Dad and the boy walked on through the afternoon, the sun was setting and the breeze 
made the boy smile as it cooled his face. 
“Dad, did the story about the plane crash and the hyenas really happen, or was it just a 
story that you made up for us?” 
Dad didn't reply. 
“Let’s make camp over there” he pointed to a clearing in the trees. 
Boy decided not to push the question. 
The boy collected firewood and started a small fire. 
Dad showed him some wild sweet potato plants growing nearby and they found a few 
large gourds as well. 
Dad wrapped them in bark and sat them on top of the coals turning them every so often. 
“Son, “ 
Dad looked like he was about to answer the question. 
“I haven't shown you my scar have I?” 
“No,” replied the boy 
“Here, take a look. Even in this form I still carry it on me”. 
Dad rolled up his left pant leg up to his thigh. 
The boy looked shocked. 



 

It was the biggest scar he had ever seen, the teeth marks, clear as if they were bitten 
yesterday scarred through the entirety of the thigh. The marks were clear and sharp. 
The boy could count how many teeth this creature had just by looking at it. 
“Your mother said I shouldn't show you, because it might give you nightmares as a 
child” 
Somehow the boy knew mum was right. 
The boy could almost feel his own leg being torn apart as he stared. 
Dad lowered his trouser leg. 
“So what do you think son, did I make the story up ?” 
 
“But Dad, you said there were dozens of hyenas. How did you fight them off for so 
long?” 
 
“By the end of tomorrow, you will know.” 
 
“WHAT” 
Dad laughed, “no my boy, don't worry. There aren’t any hyenas in morocco. 
 
The next morning Dad and the boy continued up the narrow path towards the base of 
the mountain. 
They had now walked out of the forest and into a clearing. The landscape looked like it 
would remain barren for a long while ahead. 
The air was growing colder and the boy started to see traces of snow in the distance on 
the mountain tops. 
 
As they walked, the boy grasped at the enchiridion in his pocket. 
He took it out but the pages were all blank once more. 
Even the words from before were gone, and the pages were bare. 
 
Slowly but surely, Dad and the boy journeyed until they reached a clifftop. 
Dad gestured that they would be going across a rope bridge to the other side. 
The boy looked down between the two cliffs to see a deep ravine. 
He looked over at the rope bridge, which would be the only thing holding him from 
certain death at the bottom of the ravine. 
 
“This is your path son. When you cross the rope you will know how I fought off the 
hyenas.`` Dad said. 
“See those bags near the bridge, take them with you to the other side, you will need 
them there.” 



 

And with that, he was gone. 
 
The boy looked down again at the ravine. 
He looked around at the cliffs around him and ahead to the other side of the cliffs. 
Slowly approaching the rope bridge he groaned. 
There were on the left side of the bridge 5 long ropes holding it up. Each rope was 
attached to an anchor on the side of the cliff. 
 
The right side of the bridge’s ropes were all except for 1 broken or unattached. 
Their ropes were still intact but unfurled or hanging over the edge of the cliff. 
 
The boy stood, heart, pounding in his chest. 
“HOW AM I SUPPOSED TO CROSS THIS BRIDGE WHEN THE ROPES ARE 
BROKEN” 
He screamed into the distance.  
The only reply that came was his echo. 
The boy approached and tried to step out onto the bridge. But it was so unstable that it 
almost flipped over. 
The boy screamed and ran backwards tripping on a stone. 
The enchiridion bulged in his pocket as he hit the ground with a thud. 
He pulled it out and threw it aside, rubbing his leg where it had indented itself. 
After a few minutes of self-pity, he turned to pick it up. It had opened and the page was 
inked with four words 
“One at a time”. 
 
The boy got up, his leg still smarting from his fall. 
“One at a time,” he thought to himself. 
The boy looked at the rope closest to him. It was unhooked from the anchor and sitting 
near the hook. 
The boy frowned, picked it up and hooked it on. 
“That wasn't so hard.”  
He found the second rope, the knot on it was undone, but the boy remembered how 
grandpa had shown him a few knots when he was younger so he tied the rope, and 
hooked it on as well. 
The third rope was already hooked, but its anchor was loose. 
The boy gathered heavy rocks and sat them on top of the anchor until it was firm. 
 
The fourth and final rope was hanging over the edge of the cliff. It had come loose on 
both ends and fallen into some of the crags in the rock below. 



 

The boy wondered if he needed it, but testing the bridge and finding it still unstable, 
decided to climb down and retrieve it. 
He slowly lowered himself down onto the rocks below. 
Grabbing the rope he hoisted himself back up and tied the rope on both ends, one to 
the anchor and one to the bridge. 
The boy tested the bridge. He was pleased to find that it was quite stable now. 
The boy took a few steps and felt comfortable. He continued walking across until he 
remembered the bags dad told him to take with him. 
The boy sighed and turned back. 
 
There were 3 bags in all.  
Made of animal skin, but sewn shut. 
The boy wanted to open the bag but felt that he shouldn’t until dad said to. 
He picked one up. It wasn’t too heavy. 
Wrestling the other 2 in his hands he carefully lifted them up and began to walk slowly 
towards the bridge once more. 
But it was too unstable. The bags didn’t have anywhere to grab them and they were 
awkward and the contents inside kept shifting. 
“ARGHH” He groaned. 
“How am I supposed to carry these stupid bags across” he moaned to himself. 
One of the bags dropped and slid down his leg, pulling the enchiridion out of his pocket 
to the open page. 
“One at a time” it read. 
 
The boy rolled his eyes. 
“Fine”. 
He stuffed the enchiridion back into his pocket and took only one bag across the bridge. 
Back again he came carrying the second. 
One at a time. 
Until the last bag. 
As he crossed the bridge to retrieve it, he found it open, sliced down the middle. 
The boy looked around to see who had sliced the bag, but there was no one.  
He gazed into the bag to see it was full of sand. 
“SAND” he raged. 
“THIS IS WHAT I'M SUPPOSED TO BE CARRYING?” 
He kicked the bag and felt a stab of pain in his foot, as a metal handle appeared in the 
sand. 
He reached down, picking up the handle,  



 

It was the handle of a sword. 
Nothing special mind you, just a simple scimitar. Its curved edge shining in the sun. 
The boy picked it up, he had seen dads old one before in his study but had never been 
allowed to play with it. 
He touched the blade. 
It was sharp. 
Suddenly a gust of wind blew the sand and the ripped bag into the ravine. 
“I guess I don't need to take that then” 
The boy started crossing the bridge for the last time. 
The wind howled around him as he walked, and the bridge swayed from side to side. 
The boy walked through the wind one step at a time until he was near the end of the 
bridge. 
It was there he heard a rumbling sound.  
A low rumble like an earthquake. 
But it wasn't an earthquake. 
The boy turned to see behind him an enormous tentacle waving and lifting itself out of 
the ravine. 
 
He screamed and began to run. 
But the tentacle was followed by another, and another, and another. 
huge tentacles waving and closing in from all angles. Each moment increases in 
number. 
One swung towards him and he barely had time to dodge it. 
The boy screamed and tried to run to the end of the bridge. 
But it was blocked by another tentacle. 
A tentacle grabbed him from behind spinning him around. His arm swung out and sliced 
through the tentacle. 
There was an ear-piercing shriek as the tentacle fell down the cliffside into the darkness 
beneath. 
The boy realised why he had found the scimitar. But he wondered how he would be 
able to get through this colossal number of tentacles. 
“One at a time” a voice in his head laughed as he got the lesson. 
“Of course... ONE AT A TIME! That's how dad fought off the hyenas!” 
The boy laughed out loud. And he began swinging. 
The scimitar was sharp. It cut through the tentacles as easily as teeth through a 
banana. 
The boy swung and dodged and swung until there were no more tentacles left. 



 

 
Sore and bloodied and tired the boy finished walking across the bridge and collapsed 
onto the floor next to the other 2 bags. 
“So how did I fight off so many hyenas?” 
The voice was dads. 
“One at a time”  
The boy laughed and immediately fell asleep. 
 
 

11.The City of Seeds 
 

 
 
 

Every day the horizon grew closer, and the boy could see the mountain coming 
more and more into view. There were many mountains in Morocco, for the atlas 
range crept across the north of the nation. But when anyone would simply say 
“The Mountain '' everyone was referring to the same one. Mount Toubkal. The 

highest mountain in all Morocco. It was snow-capped all year round, even in the 
hottest months, and since it was so high above the clouds themselves, many 

called it the mountain of the sky. 
All the boys in the village looked at this mountain in the distance their whole 

childhoods, eagerly anticipating the day that they would climb up with their father. 
Now, as it became more and more real, the boy had mixed feelings. He had 

already achieved so much, but there was so much more to go. The boy consoled 



 

himself with the words of the enchiridion still fresh in his mind “one at a time”. He 
thought this to himself, like a mantra as he stepped, one step at a time. 

Dad had given him a pole on which he hoisted his 2 bags and carried them on 
his back 

The boy wondered if the bags were like the one his scimitar was held in, if they 
carried more weapons, or simply just more sand. 

 
Dad seemed to have read his mind.  

“What do you think is in the bags son?” he asked, not at all out of breath from the 
climb or the heavy load. 

“Sand maybe, or some weapons or I don't know, something else?” 
“Now why would I want you to carry things that aren't useful to your journey?” 
Dad didn’t seem annoyed by his response, but the boy did notice that he was 

pushing for a better, or more thought out answer. 
“ everything I have given you for this journey, from the enchiridion to the food, to 

my words or even that scimitar was for a purpose. What do you think is in the 
bags” 

The boy thought for a few moments, perhaps longer than he ought. His mind was 
completely blank.  

Dad seemed ok with this. He pointed ahead to the base of the mountain. 
“See there son, there are two villages we will be passing through today. 

They are completely cut off from the rest of the world, and they have very difficult 
terrain. But they will teach you another of the lessons that you need to know. 

 
 

They continued walking until the tiny town in the distance grew larger and larger, 
soon they were at the gate. 

Dad eyed the boy as he took one of the bags from the pole on the boys back and 
opened it. 

“If you want to know a man’s future, give him a seed and watch what he does.” 
 

A guard at the gate woke with a jolt and sat upright. Standing to his feet he held 
up a spear and looked at the boy.  

“Give him one of your bags,” dad said, as though he knew the man couldn’t hear 
him. 

“Uh, this is for you” the boy stuttered holding out the bag. 
“And your village” prodded dad. 

“And, your village” the boy added. 
The guard looked the boy up and down, frowning at the scimitar. 



 

“Come” he began to walk, gesturing for the boy to follow. 
“I'll see you back here” called dad as he faded into the air. 

The guard walked up a flight of stairs that led towards a stone building. It wasn't 
very impressive and looked a little like his house in size. But it was easily the 
best and biggest building in the town. All the others were made of straw held 

together with twigs and string. 
The boy couldn't help but think of ancient civilisations that he had heard of at 

school, the stone age, or bronze age or whatever. 
There was an old man sweeping dust from the front of his hut and stared at the 

boy as they walked past. 
They entered the stone building, where a sleeping man sat on a large chair. 

“Your majesty, “ called the guard. 
The sleeping man sat up and he didn't look tired, only bored. 

“This young man brings a gift”. 
“Bring it to me”. He spoke as a king, with authority. 

The guard lifted the bag and took it to the king, opening it when he got to him  
Seeds came out of the bag. Grain seeds. 

Good quality full heads of grain. 
The king smiled. “Thank you for your kind gift young man.we have been waiting 

for some time to receive our tribute from the young men that travel up this 
mountain. But there are so few these days, that our people wait in hunger and 

need”.  
The boy noticed that the king didn't look very hungry. He had a big belly and at 

least 3 chins.  
“Come with me, I will let you see the people’s joy from your gift.” 

He gestured to the guard and clapped his hands twice. 
Another guard appeared holding an empty sack. 

The first guard began to shovel handfuls of grain into the second empty bag. 
When he had taken about half of the grain out of the sack, the first guard stood 

up and began walking towards an open balcony. 
The second guard took his sack and disappeared back where he came from. 

The king gestured to the boy to follow him to the balcony. 
The guard took out a bugle and began to trumpet loudly.  

When the boy reached the balcony, he could see a small crowd had gathered. 
Withered old men, women and children stood stared upwards at the king, the 

guard still playing the bugle and the boy. 
The guard stopped, and the king bellowed down  

“My people, behold your rations and be grateful. We have a generous gift from a 
friend today.” 



 

With that, he bent down, and scooped up some grain and threw it into the crowd. 
The people cheered and began to reach out for the falling grain. 

Again and again, the king reached down, scooping up grain and throwing it into 
the wind.  

The people were screaming, some falling onto the ground as others pushed and 
heaved. 

The boy stood silently as he watched. 
Whenever someone caught any grain, they immediately put it into their mouths or 

the mouths of their children and swallowed it. 
Even the people on the ground were wildly scooping up handfuls of grain that 
had fallen, mixed with the dirt on the floor and were eating anything they could 

find. 
The king laughed as he picked up the almost empty bag and emptied it over the 

crowd. 
Minutes passed and the crowd began to disperse. 

 
The boy looked at where they had just been, there wasn’t a single scrap of grain 

left. 
 

The king dismissed the boy and the boy walked back down the staircase towards 
the town gate with the guard behind him. 
 
The boy looked at the town as he walked. 
Straw built houses, rubbish scattered around the floor, and another old man 
sweeping up the dust in front of his hut. 
 
The guard sat back down at his post and nodded a goodbye to the boy. 
And he went back to sleep. 
 
“And now we go to the next town” it was dad.  
The boy walked silently until they got to the next town. 
Dad didn’t seem interested in making him talk either. 
 
As they stepped towards the gate of the second town, dad touched the boy on 
the shoulder. 
“A seed is the best gift you can give someone. But watch what a man does with a 
seed and you will know what kind of man he is and where he is going”. 
 
They approached the guard at the gate, and dad faded from sight once again. 



 

The guard stood straight and tall, spear in hand’. 
“Yes?” he grunted as the boy approached. 
“I have a gift for your village” the boy replied. 
“Open the bag and let me see’ the guard replied. 
The boy opened the bag and showed the guard the grain inside” 
The guard smiled. “Your kindness is undeserved, Thank you from our village. 
Come let me take you to our king”. 
The boy followed behind the guard, who first called another guard to take his 
spot. 
They walked for a while up and through the town. The boy saw many gardens 
and fields, and everyone seemed to be working. There were teams of people 
harvesting rice, barley and even corn. 
The boy had never seen corn before, but the guard explained that traders had 
come and showed them how to grow it. And since then they have been growing 
corn on their farms. 
They continued to walk, the town was a lot bigger than the last one. Past fields of 
Peanuts, potatoes and other crops that the boy had never seen. 
There was giant bowl-shaped objects on huge poles scattered throughout each 
of the fields. “We live in a desert” the guard explained. “But each morning the sky 
gives us dew and we collect and store it for our crops and animals and people.” 
 
The boy and the guard continued walking. They walked until they could see a 
group of storehouses, and at the front of it a line of farmers bringing their crops to 
be counted and stored. 
There was another line of people who were taking stores and going to their 
homes.  
The boy noticed that this whole time he hadn’t seen a single child except for a 
few babies carried by their mothers. He wondered where they were. 
When he asked the guard laughed. “They are in school learning for their future, 
where else would they be”. 
 
The guard approached a man holding a list of names and numbers, calling out 
people and distributing to them their food. 
The man was unremarkable to look at, but had a strong smile and seemed to 
know everyone by their names. 
The guard leaned into the man’s ear and whispered a few things, the man looked 
at the boy and smiled, he gestured to another official nearby and gave him the 
list. 



 

“ Greetings my boy” the man smiled. “My name is Hakim. Welcome to my 
village”. My guard tells me you have brought us a very generous gift, we are very 
grateful”. 
He took the seed and gave it to the official, who wrote down a few things and 
loaded it onto a cart. 
“This is your village?'' The boy was caught off guard. 
“Yes of course. My father was the king of this region, and he divided our city into 
two villages between my brother and me.” 
He pointed to the direction of the village the boy had just come from. “My brother 
Nabal’s village is this way”. 
The boy decided to stay silent on the fact that he had just met Nabal. 
“Your village is so beautiful and full of life, how did it get so?” 
Hakim smiled and began to walk. 
“My father was not a wise man. Our city was poor and the officials were corrupt. 
Even before the great war, we were split by civil unrest and when the famines 
came my father looted the gold from our cities treasury and left to live in Europe 
away from the famine.  
As my brother and I are twins, there was no clear ruler, so the city was divided. 
We were in great poverty until one day a young man like yourself going on his 
pilgrimage to the great mountain gave me a bag of seeds and a word of wisdom 
with it.  
He told me that a man reaps what he has sown. That this bag of seeds could be 
a small meal, or it could be a never-ending feast. All that depended on what I 
sowed. 
So I decided that I would sow the seeds, and figure out what else we could eat 
until they grew into the harvest. 
We struggled at first, but then the harvest came. Instead of eating all of the 
harvest, we sowed some more, stored some and ate a little. 
This happened for year after year until we had stored enough to sow all of what 
we had harvested that year. 
And then we began to approach nearby villages with gifts of seed as well. 
Many villages around this mountain now live as we do. We trade with them, sell 
and buy from them and share with them. We have become their allies and they 
have become ours. A village not too far from here taught us to make the dew 
harvesters and in turn, we gave them a herd of cattle. We learned how to make 
goat cheese from nomads, and we have taught most of the mountain as well. We 
try not to become selfish. This is why our storehouses do not grow. Anytime we 
grow more than what we can store or eat, we plant more and more villages.  



 

And it’s all because of this gift of seed that you bring. 
A seed can be a small meal, or it can produce an endless feast”. 
The boy was in awe. 
“ I have a confession for you, king Hakim,” he said ashamed that he hadn't 
spoken sooner. 
“I met your brother Nabal. I gave him a bag of seed as I did to you. But he did not 
store it as you did or plant it as you do. He threw it into the wind and it was gone 
before it had a chance to grow into something bigger.” 

Hakim smiled 
“My brother Nabal, yes. He is yet to learn. He loves the small meal and despises the 
feast.  
We have tried to teach him the way of wisdom but he rejects it and embraces folly. 
We have even offered to buy his village from him, and use it to grow crops and build 
schools, to feed his villagers and family. 
But a fool loves folly, and his family suffers for it.” 
Hakim and the boy approached the gate.  
“I do hope Nabal changes his ways. And I thank you for your gift of seed. 
Always remember that a seed can be a small meal or an endless feast.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 

12.The Spider and the Prince 

 
 

The boy and father lay under a star-filled sky that night, the boy was tired, but somehow 
tonight the sky was so well lit with stars that he couldn't sleep. 

The boy grew impatient and began to mutter to himself cursing the stars.  
“It's bright enough to read tonight, maybe you should give it a try”. 

The boy sat up and took out the enchiridion. The words of Hakim about the seeds were 
still fresh in his mind, and he had been very surprised to see that after their 
conversation, they had appeared on these same pages. 
But those words had faded now, which meant that the boy was ready for a new lesson. 
The boy looked down onto the empty page as new words began to form. 
“The words of a man can bring life to the heart or bring its destruction.” 
The boy scrunched his face.  
“What does this mean?”  
Dad laughed.  
“The stars are so wondrously beautiful tonight yet all you did was complain about not 
being able to sleep because of them”. 
Dads words stung a bit, and the boy felt annoyed. 
But before he could defend himself, dad continued 



 

“Tomorrow we will travel to the forest city of the heart of the mountain. There you will 
see great magic.” 
The boy thought to defend himself but dad beat him to it. 
“Now sleep. The stars have heard your request”. 
The boy looked up to see that the sky was dark.  
“The words of a man can bring life to the heart or bring its destruction” 
The words echoed in his mind as he fell into a dream of his life before. 
He was at school. He was in the classroom setting with his friends. His teacher was 
writing words on the board but he couldn’t make out what they said. He opened his 
mouth to ask for help, but instead of words, a roar came out of his mouth. His teacher 
grabbed her ears and fell onto the floor crumbling like dry sand. Confused and 
bewildered the boy stood and bashed his head against the roof of the classroom.  
In shock he looked above, how did he hit the roof??? 
His classmates began to scream and as he looked around he realised that he was huge 
and growing by the second.  
A moment later his shoulders also collided with the roof, and as he tried to stand he tore 
a hole through the roof. 
He cried out to his friends, but every time he spoke they fell to the ground and crumbled 
into dust. 
Soon he was so large that his entire school sat at his lap.  
He looked over the horizon towards his house to see his mother putting the washing on 
the line.  
The boy was afraid to move at this point, so he screamed for her, desperate for help. 
Mum fell onto the ground and began to crumble. 
“NOOOOOO” 
The boy woke up covered in sweat and tears.  
He broke into an ocean of sobs. 
 
When he finished crying, the boy looked around to see that dad was nowhere to be 
found. He also realised that he was not where they had made camp last night. 
The boy looked around in awe to see a forest all around him.  
But this forest wasn’t made of trees. 
Not trees of wood and leaf anyway. 
The trees looked like trees. But they were red, and they throbbed and pumped in time 
like a wave each beating to the rhythm of the whole. 
It was beautiful. 
And haunting. 
But mostly beautiful. 



 

Boy stood and stared.  
And then he noticed them. 
2 people walking. 
The boy was about to call out to them, but he felt something held him back. So he 
crouched down and watched.  
 
The people were shadows.  
He couldn't tell if they were men or women, and they wore no clothes but didn't have 
any parts to cover up. They were in many ways, the boy concluded, real-life shadows. 
The only way he could tell them apart was that one of the shadows was taller than the 
other. 
The strange thing was that they were the same size a moment ago, but now he was 
sure that one was definitely taller than the other. 
The boy slowly followed behind them as they walked. He wasn't sure why he was 
hiding, but he couldn't help but feel compelled to do this as if held back by an invisible 
hand. 
He began to hear what they were saying. 
He couldn't hear clearly at first, but the shorter of the two seemed to say “yes but” a lot. 
The taller would start a sentence, and the shorter would reply “yes but”.  
The boy noticed each time he did this he would, in fact, grow shorter. 
It wasn't the taller one that was growing, but the shorter one who was shrinking. 
He got closer, hiding behind the trees as he did.  
The two shadows stopped. The taller looked up at the canopy around him and said “I 
love this forest, the canopy is so perfectly shaped, did you see that none of the treetops 
takes more space than the others? 
 
“Yes but”, the shorter replied, “they block out so much sun that barely any gets to the 
bottom here, it's like the trees are so selfish that they steal all of the sunlight for 
themselves.” 
 
He visibly shrunk again. Now he was a good head taller than his partner. 
They continued walking.  
They walked until they reached a stream.  
Here the shadows leaned against the nearby trees to hold them up while they bent 
down for a drink. 
This time the boy noticed something else.  
The taller took a deep drink from the stream and stood back up, still holding onto the 
tree closest to him. 



 

“ I love this forest. The water is always so refreshing.”  
“Yes but,” the shorter retorted. “The water is too cold for my liking, and the stream flows 
too slowly.” 
He visibly shrunk once more until he was now below the shoulder of his friend. The boy 
noticed that there were some strange looking things growing out of his side. But he 
could not make out what they were. 
The shadows walked on.  
This time, as the boy passed where they had been he saw the trees they were leaning 
against. 
The one which the taller had leaned on was sprouting fruit. A beautiful red throbbing 
fruit, shining and glorious. 
The boy took the fruit and took a bite. 
It was incredible. 
 
He sat next to the stream and slowly ate the rest of the fruit. 
It was the most delicious thing he had ever tasted. 
He looked to see the tree that the shorter had leaned against. 
No fruit there. In fact, there was a growing black web where he had leaned on it, the 
web was spreading and growing. 
He looked up at the tree to see that it was dropping withered leaves. 
The tree was dying. 
The boy was shocked. 
 
These two shadows had such power he had never seen before. 
He got up and ran to catch up to where they were now. 
But he stopped dead in his tracks. 
 
There were no longer two shadow men walking together through the forest. 
One was a man. Strong and tall like before. The other was a spider.  
A short fat spider the size of a large dog. 
Those little growths that the boy had seen earlier were the beginnings of legs. But now 
they were fully grown. 
Wherever they walked, the forest responded according to whoever was closest. 
The side which the taller walked past bloomed and blossomed into flower and fruit. Not 
just the fruit that the boy had eaten earlier, but more and different fruits the boy had 
never even imagined or seen before. 
The side of the spider grew nothing but black sticky webs, killing the trees that they 
grew on. 



 

The boy was beginning to hear an audible groan in the forest on the side that the spider 
walked on.  
He could also hear an audible sigh of relief on the side of the taller man. 
And then the boy heard another sound. 
A crack of lightning lit the sky above even through the canopy of the trees it could be 
seen flashing across the sky. 
The taller man began to speak. And the spider began to mutter once more. The boy had 
no doubt that “yes but” was the first thing out of the spider’s mouth. 
The spider began to grow. 
And this time so did the taller man. He grew taller and the boy noticed a shining crown 
began to grow on his head. 
Not a kings crown, but something a little smaller, more like a prince. 
A sword began to grow in his hand as well. 
The two shadows stopped and faced each other, in the midst of the rain and storm. The 
spider’s fangs glinted with drops of venom, and his legs were pointed and sharp. He 
had grown to the size of a large cow and looked ready to strike. 
The prince also stood ready to strike. His sword shone and his crown stood sure on his 
head. 
But before they had the chance to strike,  between them a third shadow appeared. 
It was dad, and he was glowing like the sun. Like a shadow made from light. 
Dad held out his hands and the spider and the prince bowed and disappeared in a blaze 
of light and shadow into dad's hands until there was only dad. 
He stopped shining and looked at the boy. 
“Inside every one of us, there is both a spider and a prince. 
The prince speaks and brings life and beauty both in himself and in others. He grows 
the heart and makes it flourish.  
There is also a spider, 
The spider brings darkness, pain and death. Both in himself and in others. 
You must fight the spider if the prince is to win. Otherwise, the heart of both yourself 
and those around you will be forever poisoned and destroyed. 
Do not let the spider win son.  
The boy looked around the forest at the red trees. 
Some were blackened by the spider’s webs and some were forever dead, after being 
poisoned and killed by its venom. 
Others had grown and produced a harvest of amazing fruit, as many types and colours 
as the very fruits themselves. 
 

 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

13. The beggar in the crowd 
 
 

 
That night the boy dreamed again. This time the dream was of home. Of mum, grandpa 
and baby sister. Mum was preparing dinner, and grandpa set the table. Baby sister was 

asleep in her feeding chair and drool dribbled down her mouth onto her shirt. Mum 
called the boy to go get little brother and wash up for dinner. The boy wandered around 

the house searching for little brother but he couldn’t find him anywhere. 
He eventually went out into the front yard where he saw little brother standing with his 

back to him.  
The boy was excited, he had missed little brother these last weeks he had travelled with 

dad and was eager to see him smile, maybe even hear him laugh, 
The boy called to little brother, but little brother did not move. 

The boy called louder and began to talk towards little brother. Sometimes little brother 
could be so absent-minded, perhaps he was daydreaming. 

 
But then the boy stopped dead in his tracks. 

Standing upright at what the boy could only guess to be almost 3 times little brother’s 
height,  foaming at the mouth and covered in dark brown fur, with orangey tufts on the 

chest and arms, was a bear. 
The bear was barely a few metres from little brother and was staring him down, studying 
him. Every second or two the bear raised its head and sniffed the air, and then let off a 



 

quick succession of growls and barking noises. He inched forward and back again, as if 
in a challenge. Little brother was frozen stiff. The boy could see that he had urine 

flowing down his leg onto the floor as his legs trembled.  
The bear took another step forward and took an enormous breath, the boy could see 
the bear increase in size as his chest filled with air, and the bear bellowed out a roar 
directed at little brother. 
The roar was deafening, but little brother remained frozen, but shaking violently as it 
was now apparent he was unable to move at all. His eyes were shut, and covered in 
tears. 
 
The bear took another breath and another step. 
He raised his head to roar once more. 
 
 
“NOOO, LITTLE BROTHER!!!!! HE’S IN DANGER !!!!!!!” The boy jumped to his feet and 
grabbed his scimitar. 
Breathing fast and hard he took a moment to realise that it had been a dream, and his 
eyes stung as they filled with salty tears. 
“It was just a dream son, but the message is real nonetheless.” Dad was serious and 
looked as serious as he could. 
“Little brother IS in danger. So is mum, baby sister, even the great general lieutenant 
himself. That’s why they need you to finish your lessons and return to them as soon as 
possible as a man.” 
Dad took the boy by the hand and showed him to the edge of the rock face they had 
been walking along until the night had blocked their way. 
He pointed to a small village much like the villages he had already seen on the way to 
the mountain. 
“This is the village of the great atlas bear. This is the bear that was in your dream... The 
Atlas bear is the only bear to be native to Africa, and the Romans hunted it to near 
extinction in ancient times. 
In fact, if you ask most biologists they will tell you that the atlas bear is in fact extinct. 
But it isn’t. 
The Atlas bear has been seen for centuries around these parts, and this is why this 
village is named for its sake.” 
“How did you know I dreamed about a bear” the boy felt immediately stupid about this 
question. 
Dad smiled understandingly. 
“It's easy to forget what I am, I understand son. 
I am a guide, and I see everything that you need to see to help you on your journey. 



 

And sometimes, I even cause you to see what I want you to see”. 
 
“Do you know how to fight an Atlas bear?” Dad was walking now, and the boy was 
rubbing sleep from his eyes as he trailed behind. 
“No dad, I don't have any idea, especially if they're supposed to be extinct, how would 
anyone know that ''. 
“Most bears are secretly cowards you know. They are usually the largest and loudest 
thing that they see around them, but if someone should come louder or larger well, they 
don't like fighting then do they. 
The atlas bear is the most cowardly of bears. That's why the Romans loved them so 
much. 
Put a grizzly bear in the colosseum and she will tear anyone around her to pieces. 
But put in an atlas bear, and you get the chance for a show. 
An atlas bear can tear a man in two,  
But if that man knows how to behave, the battle can go either way. 
The Romans didn’t always like one-sided fights, believe it or not, sometimes they liked 
to be surprised and even went for the little guy on occasion”. 
 
Dad began to fade once more as they entered the village. 
Before he faded dad took the enchiridion and opened it to the next page. 
“Pause for a moment and see, that a single voice can silence a bear, a single 
deed can show that you care.” 
“What the..” The boy laughed out loud. What on earth did this mean? 
He puzzled over it again and again in his head and began walking through the village 
street. There was no palace here, a few small fields around the place and a small bustle 
of people carrying food and other items throughout the street market. 
As he walked he looked at the shopkeepers. They were selling all sorts of goods, from 
vegetables to fresh-cut meat to animal skins and even clothing and jewellery and spices 
and perfumes. 
Everyone seemed to know their place and people jotted and darted through the crowd 
unfalteringly, almost like water flowing through a riverbank over and around pebbles and 
boulders in their way. 
The boy stood to the side of one of the stalls for a moment, pondering the words of the 
enchiridion. 
 Some of the other lessons had made some sense, but he couldn't make heads or tales 
from this weird phrase. 
He recited it over and over in his head. 
“Maybe I should pause?” he thought. 



 

Looking behind him he spotted a small log nestled in between the 2 stalls he was sitting 
in between and sat down. He stared around him. 
 
3 little children laughing got his attention, screaming and cheering as they ran past 
playing with a wooden hoop and a stick. The smell of freshly baked bread filled his 
nostrils and the yelling of a fat moustached man selling his wares made him cringe as 
his voice broke repeatedly. 
The hot sun burning his face as well as the cool breeze cooling it. 
There was so much going on all around him, half of it he would never have noticed. 
He looked around some more, seconds turning to minutes, turning to hours. 
 
Next to him was a short woman quietly sewing some tassels onto a rug with a long 
copper hook. 
The boy noticed her face. She was a sweet-looking woman, definitely old enough to be 
a grandmother, and her face was dotted with freckles, orange ones. 
Some small like dots, others larger like little berries across her face. 
The smell of the bread faded as it cooled in the shade of the stall and as people bought 
it. 
A tall man with a beard bumped into a fruit stall knocking down a bunch of apples.  
Children appeared out of nowhere and scooped up the apples laughing with glee as the 
shopkeeper yelled and began to chase them. 
The boy noticed other things too. 
One of the apples had split as it had fallen and was trodden on in the dirt. Birds came in 
between the crowds and picked up pieces of it. How they saw it in the midst of this 
ruckus was beyond him. 
And then after a while, a group of ants came carrying off leftover pieces of the now 
cooked apple that had cooked in the open sun. 
Even a rat showed up to the feast. 
The sun began to set and the boy realised he had been sitting for almost the entire day 
just watching things happen around him. Part of him couldn't believe that this was just a 
normal day and that these things happened every day all around him without him 
noticing. 
As he was about to get up to walk back to see if dad was back at the gate he noticed a 
small man sitting almost under one of the stalls on the other side of the path.  
He was bent down, crouching with his knees up next to his head. He held out a small 
cracked bowl, empty and sat very still. 
The boy looked harder, and he began to hear a very small voice almost whispering.  
“Please help me,” he mumbled, half slurring from hunger. 
“Please help me”. 



 

The boy was shocked. 
This man had been here the entire time. The boy simply hadn’t heard or seen him at all. 
He had watched ants crawling and seen the freckles on an old ladies face, but this man 
barely a few metres from him was completely invisible until just now. 
The boy froze. He was so confused, and yet it was true. This old beggar had been there 
the entire time. His voice not so much drowned out as it was ignored. 
The boy realised that he could see the old man the entire time. He just simply chose not 
to. 
As the boy thought about what to do, his thoughts were interrupted by the fat 
moustached man that was selling the bread earlier. 
“I'M SICK OF YOU RAT MAN” He yelled.  
The boy jerked in his seat. But the fat man wasn't yelling at him. 
“RAT MAN!” He yelled once more. “ HOW MANY TIMES DO I HAVE TO TELL YOU TO 
GET OUT OF HERE”. 
The old man didn't move. His head was down and he held out his cracked bowl, humbly 
pleading for something, anything to fill his stomach. 
“RAT MAN. GET UP. GO!” 
The fat man bent down and picked up a tree branch from next to his stall. 
He raised his arm to throw it at the beggar. 
The beggar crouched still and held out his bowl. 
He was still. 
Like, little brother. 
 
The fat man raised his arm and yelled. 
Like a bear. 
Like that bear... 
Everything was in slow motion. 
The boy's eyes filled with tears. 
Hot stinging salty tears that he could taste in his throat. 
 
“NOOOOOOO!!!” the boy jumped to his feet. 
The fat man swung his arm as the boy raised his own arm. 
The fat man’s eyes gaped widely as his branch splintered and shattered into a thousand 
pieces. 
The fat man fell back as the boy stood over him scimitar in hand. 
“Don’t touch him.” 
The two of them took a moment, deep breaths as both of them realised what had just 
happened. 



 

The fat man's eyes remained wide open, the boy could see the surprise had worn off 
and was now replaced with fear. 
“He’s not a rat. He’s as much a person as you are”. 
The boy looked at the scimitar in his hand. Glistening in the evening sun. 
The fat man was truly terrified. His big voice and powerful demeanour a forgotten lie. 
“Do you understand?” he said pointing and gesturing towards the fat man. 
He nodded so fast his chins wobbled and glistened with sweat. 
 
The boy turned to the beggar. 
He didn’t have anything to give him. Of all his bravado the beggar was none the better 
for it. He wished he still had some of the wheat from the bags.  
But then he had an idea. 
The fat man had half gotten up when the boy turned back to him. 
“If I hear of you harassing this man again, I will be back for you.” he scowled at the fat 
man, unsure of what a scowl looked like or if it was menacing and realistic. 
The fat man’s response was proof enough that he was convincingly scary. 
He quickly got up and scurried away. 
 
The boy kneeled down to the beggar and softly asked him to wait a few more minutes. 
The boy ran down the street to a wares shop that he had seen that day. The shop 
seemed to buy and sell wares of all kinds. 
“How much would you give me for this ?” he held out his scimitar to the merchant. 
The merchant's eyes lit up though he tried to hide it for bargaining power. 
“Um, maybe 200 Dirham?” he said a bit too sly for his own good. 
“Give me 800.”  
The merchant scoffed 
“300”.  
This time the boy scoffed. 
“I'm not a fool. I want 800 for it”. 
“I will give you 700 no more.” The merchant was tired from a long day and couldn't be 
bothered arguing, the boy could see that. 
“Ok 700.” 
They traded the scimitar for the money held neatly in a drawstring bag. 
 
The boy ran back to where the beggar was. He sat there head down, bowl up. 
The boy kneeled down. “My friend, you don't have to beg anymore. Here is 700 Dirham. 
You can use it to buy food for many days, maybe even buy a goat and some chickens 
for milk and eggs. The fat man will leave you alone from now on. Go in peace and have 
a good life.” 



 

The old man began to whisper. The boy leaned close to hear his words. 
“Pause for a moment and see, that a single voice can silence a bear, a single 
deed can show that you care.” 
“The old man looked up. 
For a moment he looked just like dad,  
And then his face changed and he looked like little brother. And then mother. 
“Everyone you see is someone’s father, or brother, or son. Every face has been loved 
by someone and is worthy of love. Remember that” The voice was dads, coming from 
behind him. The boy turned and smiled. 
“Thank you” the whisper of the old man reached the boy’s ears this time.  
The boy turned back and the old man’s face was that of an old man. Weary and tired. 
But his eyes were thankful as he humbly lifted his bowl and received the money from 
the boy. He stood shakily and hobbled away.  
 
“Now come”  dad motioned. 
Tomorrow we begin our climb to the smoking hill. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Part 2: The Boy and the Long 
night  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

14. The Golem and the Coward 
 

 
 

Dad had woken up the boy while it was still dark. The boy woke to find himself wrapped 
in thick brownish-yellow animal skin. It was Ibex fur. An Ibex is a type of goat that can 
survive the blazing plains of deserts as well as the frigid cold of the mountains. They 

weren't rare but were hard to catch and difficult to trap as they were incredibly intelligent 
as well as strong. The boy had seen one once smash through a hunters cage by 

repeatedly ramming its thick twisted horns into the wall over and over again. They were 
relentless creatures. The fur was warm and light as the boy followed dad up the 

beginning of the first real ascension of the mountain in silence. 
The stars were waning, and the sun began to peek over the horizon in orange brilliance. 
Dad had always liked morning the best and the boy often found that no matter how early 

he woke up dad was always already awake, sitting in his study reading or drinking 
coffee in the yard on his favourite outside chair. 

The mist rose over the villages beneath and sounds began to come out of the forest 
around them. The mountain was steep, rocky and full of crags and caves. But it was 

beautiful. The forest beneath them looked like it had birthed this sky-piercing mountain 
which climbed into the heavens. 

Birds began to flock and fly and their singing filled the sky like soft needles against his 
ears. 



 

“Today we will walk and tonight you will face fear.” 
Dad continued walking as he spoke and the boy caught off guard didn't hear the last 

word. 
“Face what?”  he said. 

“Face fear,” dad replied.  
You will see many things today, and tonight you will make a choice that will guide you 

the rest of your life”.  
Dad stopped and turned. 

“ a lot of boys never make it past today you know. They climb up this far and then return 
empty because they cannot face fear.” 

“But I’ve never heard of anyone not completing the mountain” the boy was shocked to 
hear this. He thought hard, no boy in his village had failed. He had seen them as far 
back as he could remember returning home with their dads to a cheer and a village 

feast.  
“Many fail son, but far fewer than those who succeed are those who admit they have 

failed. The boys who return empty are not only empty, but most of them lie.” 
“Lie!?!?” The boy couldn’t believe it.  

“But dad, they all take the journey with their dads” 
“They also lie.” Dad was blunt and to the point. 
“Not everyone who claims to be a man is one. 

And not every man is a good man. 
And not everyone who says a word speaks the truth.  

Now walk with me and enjoy the day. We have a lot of climbing to do”. 
The boy climbed and walked and climbed. 

He tripped and grazed his knee, but remembering the words of the enchiridion he got up 
and tried again. 

When he was complacent he again remembered the lesson the enchiridion had taught 
him, “why are you here” and when he was overwhelmed he remembered “one step at a 

time. He remembered the saying “when someone is trustworthy, trust them” and 
followed dad relentlessly. 

Bit by bit they scaled the mountain. Stopping only to drink by melting the tufts of snow 
that were beginning to appear and cupping them in his hands. 

Mid-afternoon dad pointed up ahead at some grass that was growing out of the crags. “ 
wild barley is growing son, take and eat”. 

The boy sat with dad and rolled the barley in his hands separating the grain from the 
husk. 

Over in the distance were some curious rock formations. Most were the same size 
about the size of a man's hand, and the boy curiously stared from where he was while 

he rolled the barley. 



 

Dad had shown him how to do this when he was young. You fill a hand with the barley 
and husk and after you've ground it by rubbing it together, you throw it up into the air. 
The wind catches the husk and blows it away, where the barley stays and drops back 

down. 
The boy did this a few times and began to eat the left-over barley. 

“Fear is a lot like the wind, it blows and blows throughout each and every season. 
Young children are afraid, and that fear changes and develops so that even old men are 

afraid. 
All come into this world afraid, and most leave it the same. But the brave learns to be 
like barley and not respond to fear. The one who learns to brave the wind of fear is a 
man. The one who learns to brave the wind of fear for the sake of others is a good 

man”. 
The sun was falling in the south-west and the moon began to come out. It was a full 

moon tonight. The breeze stroked the boy's face and waved his hair. He had been so 
long on this journey that his hair now fell almost to his shoulders.  

The boy looked over to dad as he finished his last pieces of barley. Dad was moulding 
some clay in his hand. 

“Do you know the story of the golem son?” he asked, not looking up as he worked. 
The clay figure resembled a person, with a head and arms and legs. But this figure was 

deformed and large. It looked unnatural and a bit frightening. 
The boy looked back to the strange rock formations. They were golems as well it 

seemed. 
The boy shook his head. 

“ In the beginning, God created our ancestor Adam by taking clay and shaping it into a 
man. He breathed life into the man with his words and so he became a living being just 

as God said.” 
But the dark one was watching and thought to make his own man. 

So he too took dust and fashioned it into the shape of a man, and then spoke life into it. 
But the dark one speaks and breathes only lies, so the life that was born was not one of 

truth, as was Adam, but one of lies.  
The Golem”.  

Dad stood the demented figure up on its feet, its head was too large and misshapen for 
a mans and its arms were thicker than any mans, longer and more monstrous. 

“The Golem is a lie.  
A physical representation of lies and mistruth. The dark ones attempt at a man, an 

abomination in the sight of God.” 
The boy studied the monster made of clay in front of him.  

“Why are you telling me this ?”  
“ you have climbed all day” dad replied 



 

“ But you are not finished your day’s journey. Above that rim near the smoking, hill is 
where we will be staying. And you are to face the fear and reach it before you can find 

rest. 
“Face the fear?” it was the phrase from before. 

“Read and see your lesson son, I will meet you at the smoking hill.”  
Dad took the clay golem in his hand, walked over to place it with the other golems on 

the field and faded into the air leaving a disappointed look on the boys face. 
He was tired and hungry. The meagre snow tufts had done little to quench his growing 

thirst and the barley were only a few little handfuls and his stomach growled. 
Taking a deep sigh, the boy pulled out the enchiridion as he took it out and opened it to 

a new page. 
“Fear is a lie we live or deny” 
“Great,” mumbled the boy.  

“Another rhyming one”. 
The boy got up and walked towards the other golems. There were hundreds of them. 
Some covered in moss and worn by wind and rain, others still fresh, standing, some 

fallen over and missing parts. 
 

Suddenly there was a low rumbling growl. 
The boy turned and stood to see that the clay figure of the golem that dad had made 

was growing. 
And it was really growing. 

It was already the size of the boy himself and rapidly getting even larger. 
The growl was coming from inside it, and clay cracked and splintered as it opened its 

mouth and sprang to life. 
It blinked a few times and its eyes filled with light. A bright red light. 2 circles of bright 

red light. 
 

By the time it finished its second growl, it had surpassed the size of a horse and by the 
time the boy scrambled to run it was the size of a house. 

The boy screamed and began to run. 
Down the mountain, past the melted snow he bolted. Panting and shaking as he went. 

A piece of rock jutting out of the mountain grabbed the boy's foot and he went flying 
down onto his face with a painful oomph and a crash. 

The boy raised his head in agony and then collapsed with a soft sigh, his mouth full of 
dirt and filling with blood. 

 



 

By the time the boy woke up it was well and truly dark. 
There were 3 things he could clearly see and it took him a while to be able to see 

anything else. 
The moon, the smoke from the smoking hill, somehow silhouetted by the moon and 

bright enough to clearly make out, and a pair of red circles. 
The circles were still at first, but the boy took a moment to sit up and stare at them and 

see that they were swaying together slightly from side to side. 
It took a moment, but the boy screamed as he realised what they were. 

In his knocked out state, he had forgotten all about the Golem, but here it was standing 
almost exactly where it had begun to grow. 

The boy was about to get up and run again but was struck by his better judgement. 
Running down this mountain in the dark would be an even stupider thing to do than 

running down it in the day had been.  
Plus, he had been out cold on the floor for who knows how long, and if the golem had 

wanted to kill him, it would have had plenty of time. 
So he sat up slowly, keeping his eyes fixed on the pair of red circle eyes. 

 
He could hear it breathing. A low rumble of breath. Slow and deep. 

But as his eyes acclimated to the night lights, he noticed a hooded figure standing right 
near the Golem. The hooded figure noticed him too. 

“Ah you're awake” 
A glint of light across some teeth indicated a smile. 

The boy sat still, unwilling to respond. 
The figure took a few steps, almost skipping as he approached the boy. 

“You have nothing to fear my friend. My name is Deimos. 
And this is Phobos my golem. 

“Your... Golem?” the boy replied. 
“Yes, don't you know about the gift of the golem?” Deimos scoffed. 

 
“ the gods looked upon the humans they had created and saw that the world was too 
big and difficult for them. So they gave each worthy human a golem. 
A helper and a friend, to guide them and protect them from difficult paths and 
unnecessary pain and sorrow.” 
Phobos is my golem, and our job this night is to lead you to find out if you too are worthy 
of such a friend and an ally.” 
The boy was not sure if this was true, he was wary and confused and feeling vulnerable. 
He was regretting selling his scimitar in the market.  
“Your father the lion has charged us with this task”. Deimos added. 
“My father?” The boy was caught off guard. 



 

“Yes of course. This is why he brought you to our field, and why he has charged us with 
this task”. He paused and another glint of light reflected on his teeth. 
“Would I lie to you ?” 
 
The boy was hesitant. 
But word of his father was enough to sway him. 
 “Ok then, so we travel up to the smoking hill right?” 
A deep rumble from the golem shook the ground and took his breath. 
“Yes yes, of course. But Phobos says it’s too dangerous this path. So we will travel 
another way.” 
The golem stretched out his twisted arm and pointed with a stubby finger down the 
other side of the mountain. 
Deimos straightened up and began to walk towards the direction that Phobos had 
pointed. “Come on. Lead the way, this is where we see if you are indeed worthy or not”. 
The boy was unsure. But after being prodded by Phobos’s huge hand, he pushed 
forward. 
“ This is the wrong direction”, he began stuttering but was quickly cut off by Deimos. 
“The Golem are a gift, given to us to show us things we could not normally see. don't 
you know that beyond the field where we found you there is a cliff that you can't see in 
this darkness? 
don't you know if you fall from it you will be killed? 
There is no way forward here, your dad took you to this dead-end so you could find us. 
We are your journey. 
Just trust and see”. 
The boy held his tongue, but he felt strange. 
Why would dad take him all the way up here, just for it to be a dead-end? 
Perhaps it was to meet the 2 guides he had now. 
But why would dad tell him that story about the golem being a lie? 
The golem hadn't said anything, and Deimos was the one doing all the talking. Perhaps 
Deimos had learnt to control the golem somehow, maybe that was part of the lesson 
here. 
The boy and the guides walked. Phobos held the rear and Deimos pushed the boy 
upfront. “This is your journey, you must be upfront”. He repeated over and over. 
 
Something felt familiar about Deimos, the boy couldn't tell what, but he couldn’t shake 
the feeling. Deimos’ face was still covered up, but there was something about the way 
that he walked and even spoke that seemed very familiar indeed. 
 
“Get your bearings right boy,” he called.  



 

“I'm going off Polaris the north star”, that's what dad had taught him. Always go off 
north, and the north star always pointed north.  
“Polaris is crooked. Go off the red star to your left. That will guide you.” 
The boy shook his head. 
If he knew anything it was that the north star was always pointing north. Plus that red 
star wasn’t even a star, it was mars. 
He voiced this to the pair with him. 
Deimos scoffed, and Phobos rumbled a low gurgle of a growl. The boy wasn’t too sure it 
wasn’t a laugh as well. 
“Where are we even going, this track is taking us down the mountain?”. The boy was 
becoming frustrated. 
Deimos replied quickly, a little annoyed. “ Going up the mountain directly is too 
dangerous and difficult. You would be wise to be afraid to go up that way. Your fear is 
telling you the right path. Stick to it.” 
“That's not what I was taught,” the boy responded. A little too hastily he immediately 
thought. 
Deimos was angry. 
“We SAVED your life, you ungrateful child. Your father was walking you off a cliff. Do 
you know how many crags and holes there are on this stupid mountain? And at night?? 
You should be afraid of moving forward in this pitch blackness, and yet you want to be 
brave and move up the mountain?? 
You are LUCKY we found you when we did. Otherwise, you would be in a hole right 
now with a broken leg or dead. 
LISTEN TO YOUR FEAR. it leads you to safety. It leads you to a better life.” 
Suddenly the words of the enchiridion burned in the boy’s memory. “Fear is a lie we live 
or deny”. 
 
The boy swung around. He was now the angry one. 
“YOU!” He pushed Deimos in the chest.  
“YOU ARE FEAR I NEED TO FACE!”  
He pushed Deimos again as Deimos backed off. Phobos growled. 
“Fear is a lie we live or deny”. I’ve been letting you lie to me this entire time and lead me 
down the mountain instead of denying your stupid words!!” 
The boy grabbed Deimos' cloak and pulled it back. 
 
It was dark, but even in this nighttime the boy couldn’t help but realise he was staring into his 
own face. 
Deimos shrieked. 
“THE MOUNTAIN IS TOO BIG FOR YOU BOY! YOU WILL FALL TO YOUR DEATH IF YOU 
GO FURTHER. 
DAD HAS ABANDONED YOU AGAIN, AND YOU ARE ALONE. 



 

THERE ARE WOLVES AND RAIDERS AND SNAKES AND YOU WILL DIE IF YOU STAY.” 
Deimos pushed at the boy, but for some reason, the pushes were so weak and small they 
barely caused the boy to move back at all. 
Phobos roared.  
“GET HIM PHOBOS” Deimos screamed. His eyes red and burning with rage. 
Phobos smashed his fist down on to the ground next to the boy. The earth shook and the boy 
fell to his feet. 
“GET UP AND RUN BOY!! BACK TO YOUR VILLAGE, BACK TO YOUR MOTHER, BACK TO 
YOUR LIFE!! 
TELL EVERYONE YOU CLIMBED THE MOUNTAIN TO THE VERY TOP. NO ONE WILL 
KNOW YOU didn't, AND MOST OF THEM HAVE NEVER MADE IT EITHER.” 
 
The boy got up slowly.“Fear is a lie we live or deny”. The words still caught in his mind. 
“No, he replied slowly. 
“I'm not going to live this lie, 
I will deny you and your fear. And I will stand my ground and move forward. Till I get to the top 
of the mountain with my father.” 
 
The boy stood tall. Breathing deeply but resolutely. 
 
Deimos laughed. 
“THEN PHOBOS WILL CRUSH YOU WHERE YOU STAND!!”. 
 
“Let him crush me, I am not afraid”. 
 
Phobos didn’t move. 
He stood swaying slowly as he had done earlier. 
“Phobos can't actually hurt me. Because he is a lie. 
And you. You can't hurt me either. Because you are just a weaker version of me.” 
 
The boy took a step towards Phobos. He had never felt so tall. 
Phobos took a step back.  
The boy took another and another. He walked faster towards the Golem, 
Phobos recoiled in… fear 
Yes. Phobos was afraid. 
Deimos shrieked once more and ran into the darkness. 
The boy reached out and grabbed Phobos by the arm. 
Phobos growled a low rumble and began to shrink. 
He shrunk until he had become a small clay figure that fit into the boy's hand. 
With one last whimper, Phobos the golem had turned back into a handful of clay and crumbled 
into the wind. 
 
The boy looked upwards.  
He had travelled a fair way down the mountain but could still see the smoking hill. 
He sighed deeply as he began to climb back up the mountain.  
 
 



 

 
 

15. The boy who could have been 

 
 

The climb back up the mountain was hard. The boy faced the mountain with a renewed 
strength but also feelings of irritation. If only he hadn’t fallen for the words of Deimos 
and Phobos and wasted so much time. 
He had tried to lie down and perhaps get some sleep, before starting afresh with the 
morning, but true to dads word, he was unable to find rest. The boy guessed it would be 
the case until he got to the smoking hill. 
So the boy trudged on. Assuring himself that every step was one closer to his goal. 
The moon hid behind some clouds and the darkness, though his eyes were used to it 
now, filled his mind with images and thoughts that he hadn't processed yet. How did 
Deimos have his own face? 
What did it mean, and what was he supposed to learn from it? 
This mountain was stranger than he could have imagined, and it only seemed to be 
getting stranger. 
“Ow”.  
The boy flinched as he heard the voice.  
Clear as day. 
The boy looked all around. There was no one there. 
“Down here”. The voice called. 
The moon began to seep out of the clouds as the boy looked down to see a face carved 
in the rock below him. 
And for the second time that night, he stared in shock. For the face was his own. 
 
“Stay with me awhile” cried the voice.  
It was distinctly his own voice. 
The boy sat down and cleared some of the dry grass that had covered the other boys 
face. 



 

Moss covered some of his head. His eyes were grey and shiny, but they were tired and 
worn. 
The boy stared in awe. This face was real. It wasn't a carved rock. It was made of rock 
to be sure, but as much alive as his own face. 
“Who are you?”  asked the boy. 
“My father took me to this mountain to teach me the ways of a man. That was many 
years ago now. He told me to meet him at the smoking hilltop, but I was unsure. 
You see, in my village, they told us of the smoking hilltop. 
The place of decision. 
They told us that at the hilltop a boy must decide what he is to become. That he takes 
everything else and throws it into the fires of the mountain and then returns as a man, 
with the thing he decided to take.” 
His words were smooth as he spoke. As though he had said this many times before.  
“But I couldn't decide what I wanted to take or to throw into the fire. 
So I waited and decided to think about it. I thought about what I could have been, what I 
could become. Perhaps I could be a great poet or a wise farmer. Maybe a builder or an 
artist. 
Maybe I could be a healer for my village and learn the ways of ancient herbs, roots and 
leaves to help my people. 
Maybe I could find a wife and settle down with a family, be a good father as mine was. 
Or I could travel the world and discover its secrets. Legends could be told of me.” 
 
The boy listened intently. A lot of these same thoughts had filled his mind and 
sometimes robbed him of sleep as well. He had often wondered what he would do with 
his life. There seemed to be so many things, but only one life to live them in. 
 
“My thoughts are difficult and made all the harder because if I choose some, I cannot 
have others. 
If I travel the world, I cannot stay home and raise a family. 
If I devote my life to the arts, I will never know of war and my time as a great general 
and warrior will not come, and so I sit and think and ponder what I could be.” 
 
The boy nodded. But then blurting out, he asked  
“But how did you get encased in stone?” 
 
The face replied. 
“I'm not encased in stone.  
I’ve just been thinking a while. And over time the dust settles. But I need to think.  



 

Think of all that I could become, I could become a sailor, or an inventor, or a 
world-famous marksman. 
I could even become an advisor to the great Sultan Idris the strong”. 
 
The boy blinked.  
Sultan Idris. That name sounded familiar. 
The boy pondered a moment as the face continued to talk about things he could 
become. 
And then it hit him. 
Sultan Idris was Morocco’s first King.  
He had lived and died some 1500 years ago. 
 
“HOW LONG HAVE YOU BEEN HERE?” screamed the boy as he got to his feet. 
“Not long, but I really do need time to think about what I could become”.  
 
“I could be a stonemason or a woodcutter, or a hunter.” 
The boy sighed. 
“I am going to the smoking hill now. Would you go with me?” he thought it was worth a 
try. 
“Oh I'm not ready to decide just yet,” replied the face. 
The boy thought as much. 
“Then I will see you when you make it there,” sighed the boy. He had a strong feeling 
this would never come to pass. 
The boy began to walk away, up towards the smoking hill. 
He could still hear the face thinking aloud about the things he could one day be or do, 
oblivious to the fact that his indecision was itself a decision. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
16. Of blind rage  

 

 
 

The boy climbed the mountain. Step by step bit by bit. 
He was weary and tired and hungry and as long as he walked the sun refused to come 

out.  
“Perhaps the night will last until I am at the smoking mountain,” he thought to himself as 

he walked. 
 

Littered throughout the mountain were houses every so often. Small huts and straw built 
cabins, mainly built for travellers or hunters to lodge if there was a snowfall.  

These structures were old and fragile and rare. 
The boy had counted perhaps 3 so far on his entire journey with dad. 

As he passed another one, he glanced inside to see that it was lit from a small fire. 
There was a family inside. 

The boy carefully peered inside carefully so as not to be noticed. 
He wondered if perhaps he could ask the occupants for some food, or at least a small 

cup of water to ease his thirst. 
Inside, he saw a small family. 

A mother, father and 2 small children sitting around the fire. 
Each had their heads turned away from him, but the boy could not help but get that 
strange feeling of familiarity that he had felt twice before on this strangest of nights. 

 
The boy instinctively looked towards the young boy lying on his stomach and playing 

with some carved animals, one distinctly a lion. 
But this boy did not have his face. 



 

The boy breathed a sigh of relief. 
He didn’t know what he would do if he saw his own face on yet another person. 

 
But then he saw it, 

It was the dad. 
It was unshakable.  

This man standing by the fire was him. 
Standing over a pot-stirring the contents with a wooden stick. 

It was him. 
Now very much a man. He wore grey overalls and looked like some kind of farmer. 

The boy knew this must be his future family. 
A young son and a daughter. 

His wife’s belly was swollen with another child as well. 
The boy sat and stared at himself, and his family. And he began to feel peace. 

 
The little girl was humming a song to herself. The boy sat in the bushes near the 

window and smiled to himself. 
He closed his eyes and began to drift. 

 
CRASHHHHHH 

The boy woke suddenly. 
The house was filled with screaming. 

The little boy screamed as a wolf standing like a man howled and roared and threw him 
onto the wall nearby. 

The pregnant woman screamed as the wolf turned on her. 
He grabbed her by the neck, roaring into her face. The woman cried as she screamed 
and writhed until she became limp and lay still. The wolf threw her against the wall as 

well. 
The boy tried to stand, to jump in and do something, but the bush he had laid in was 

now firmly wrapped around him holding him back. 
The boy tried screaming but a coiled branch had wrapped itself around his mouth as 

well and all he could manage was a weak muffled moan. 
The boy wondered where the man was, his eyes darted around the room searching for 

his body, but then he saw the overalls. 
The wolf was wearing them. 

 
This wolfman was him. 

 
Standing in the middle of the room now, howling at the roof stood the wolf. 



 

The limp lifeless bodies of his son and wife lay near him catching fire, from the 
overturned embers all around. 

 
The boy spotted the little girl hiding under a table. 

Her eyes drenched in tears met his and she recognised his face. 
The boy tried to tell her to stay, but being stuck as he was he was powerless to stop 

her. 
The little girl jumped out from under the table and darted across the floor to the window 

to reach him. 
“DADDDDDYYYY”  

Her cries were heartbreaking. 
This beautiful little girl froze in time for a moment before flying backwards at the hest of 

the raging wolf with his teeth sunk into her leg. 
His head jerked back and forth as he swung her across the room like a ragdoll. 

 
 
“NOOOOOOOOOO”  the boy choking on tears and saliva as he tried in vain to release 
himself from the vines. 
 
The wolf stood in the middle of the room. His family dead and in pieces around him. 
He howled again. 
But this time the howl wasn't a howl of anger or rage. 
It was one of a broken man. 
A howl of terror. That the wolf itself wasn't the most terrifying thing in the room. 
The howl of the wolf was worse in many ways than the scream of the little girl as she lay 
dying. 
The wolf collapsed as he howled. 
He began to lurch violently as his howls turned into screams, the screams of a man. 
His fur began to fall out as he writhed on the floor. His wolf snout retracted into his head 
as he turned back into a man. 
A broken man. 
A man who had just destroyed his entire family. 
The writhing stopped as the man sat on his hands and knees. 
 
The fire had spread around the room, engulfing those in it. 
The roof was ablaze now. 
Burning brightly almost beautifully, screaming with splinters and sizzles as it consumed 
and devoured the family on the floor. 
The man kneeled, resigned as he cried and screamed. 



 

The roof heaved and groaned and then collapsed. 
 
And the fire went out as quickly as it had sprung up. 
The house disappeared into the earth, and the vines released the boy, who screamed 
into the night a guttural cry of agony and pain and began to vomit onto the cold hard 
ground. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

17. Ngonyama 

 
 
 
 

For years after his plane crash, dad would dream of Ngonyama, the lion that had saved 
his life. 

The dream would always start the same. 
With a screeching roar. 

The Matriarch of the hyenas filled his ears as she commanded her army of hyenas to 
attack. 

Dad had swung, fallen and gotten up again and again. He was exhausted, tears 
streaming from his eyes as he contemplated his near-certain doom. 

With barely enough strength to even lift his arms let alone swing them dad, had looked 
into the eyes of the matriarch as if to say “ you've won”. 

He fell back onto the tree behind him groaning as his leg hit the trunk and then fell onto 
the floor. 

The matriarch opened her mouth to roar once more, but the wrong sound came out. 
Dad knew it, and so did she.  

This roar wasn’t hers. 
It was far too majestic. 

Far too grand and kingly. 
Pausing, the matriarch furrowed her brows in confusion as a lion sprung from the 

bushes behind dad and swatted a charging Hyena like a fly. 
The matriarch's eyes widened in visible fear as she resumed her roar. 



 

The hyenas now ignoring dad turned their gaze and attacks towards the lion. 40 or so of 
them, dad had counted as he had swung away at them for what had seemed like hours.  

But the lion was not deterred. 
With every swing and lung of his paws, he flung hyenas away like they were nothing. 

He lunged forward and sunk his teeth into one of the hyenas, waving his head from side 
to side as dad heard a sickening snap. 

The hyena flew limp into the crowd of others. Some of which seeing their dead comrade 
turned and fled, others roaring louder with greater rage. 

They jumped at him, ran at him, lunged at him. 
But the lion was relentless. 

5 or 6 dead hyenas later came the first real scrape. 
While he was biting one of them, another hyena had managed to grab onto the lions 

back and torn a rip in it before the lion turned on him and crushed his face between his 
teeth. 

 
The tear in the lion's back was bleeding profusely, muscle and flesh hung awkwardly out 

of it. 
Dad dreamed of it every night 

But the lion did not give in. he continued one at a time, to tear apart the hyenas until 
most of them had fled or stood behind their matriarch roaring and snarling at him from a 

distance. 
The lion and the matriarch's eyes locked. 

Both unwilling to back down. 
The lion was breathing heavily, blood dripping from his mouth.  

 
Finally, the matriarch sneered and growled, and turned away with her remaining hyenas 

following behind her. 
She would be back. 

 
Dad never knew where the lion came or how he had found him, but he was always 
quick to say that the lion had come as a servant of God to protect him in his hour of 

need. 
This lion wasn’t just a random wild beast, He was a gift, a messenger, a confirmation 

that dad was meant to survive this and do something with his life. That night dad 
managed to pull himself up the tree, not very high, but high enough to be out of the 

hyena’s way. 
Dad knew that Hyenas couldn't climb trees.  

But what dad didn’t know was that Lions could. 



 

As he perched himself heavily upon one of the branches and prepared to lie down to 
rest, the lion had jumped up and clawed his way quite easily up the side of the branches 

to end up right next to him.  
The lion was so close that Dad could see the blood congealing on his fur, some of it his, 

most of it not. 
The gash where the hyenas had ripped his back had stopped bleeding but looked like a 

nightmare to touch. 
The lion roared and stretched out his mouth.  

Dad shuddered, Those teeth were huge. 
Dad lay exhausted on the branch. 
He had tied part of his jacket to the branch and part of it to his torso to help keep him 
balanced should he doze off and turn in his sleep. 
He felt strangely at ease next to this huge beast and when the Lion turned he found 
himself cuddled up next to him, using him as a giant teeth filled pillow. 
Dad listened to the sounds surrounding him. 
He was used to camping outdoors as part of his military training and practice and had 
spent plenty of nights in a tree listening to the sounds around him. 
Tonight, accompanying the usual insect and bat calls, the sounds of scraping and 
crawling, as well as the sounds of flies and other insects. Was a new sound. 
The lion’s breathing. 
Dad chuckled to himself. 
“I will call you Ngonyama”. Dad whispered. The Zulu word for kingly Lion. He felt that 
was very appropriate. 
“Thank you for saving me. Without you, I would have been a goner.” 
 
Dad always remembered this part of the dream fondest of all. 
  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

18. The smoking hill 
 

 
 
This night had lasted days now. 
The boy had eventually gotten back up to his feet.  
After the incident with the wolf, he had cried all that his eyes would allow and had 
vomited everything inside of his body, and there was only one thing left to do. 
Heed the warnings, and get back up and continue climbing. 
 
The boy hadn't seen anything else or anyone else in the last 2 days. Or at least he 
imagined they were days.  
The moon hadn't moved at all. Stuck in place, full and lighting the way, waiting for him to 
reach the smoking hill.  
 



 

Onward he marched. At times barely able to take another step, but then also being 
driven on by sheer will. Unwilling to let this journey be in vain. 
 
 
The moon hovered over the smoking hill. 
He was so close now, 
He had passed the field of golems. Dead and lifeless, 
He had passed another hunters shack, but not willing to look inside it this time. 
 
He understood the lessons. 
Fear, Indecision and Anger would consume him if he let them. These versions of 
himself, the coward, the stone face and the wolf all who he would end up to be if he 
wasn't deliberate and vigilant to be better. 
 
The smoking hill was so close now. 
 
He began a steep descent, a wall of stone.  
Climbing it one step at a time.  
Fingers bleeding but resolute to continue. 
One arm over the next.  
One foot higher than the other. 
Climbing 
Lifting 
Pulling 
Pushing 
Until his hand reached a flat surface. 
The boy dragged himself up onto the flat and collapsed onto it. 
Laughing and puffing he choked in pain and ecstasy. He had done it. 
He would see dad here. And dad would show him the next step. 
“Dad” the boy called. 
He looked around. Still catching his breath. 
He had reached the top of the mountain. 
 
The smoking hill was the mountain top. 
The smoke was coming from a small campfire around which dad sat. 
“Dad!” the boy beamed. 
Dad turned and smiled. His eyes flickering in the firelight. 
“Part of me was afraid you wouldn’t be here”. 
 



 

Dad motioned to have a seat. 
“If I wasn't here, I couldn't give you this now could I?” 
Dad pointed to skin on the log nearby. 
The boy grinned groggily,  
His recent travels had torn and shredded parts of the ibex that he had been wearing and 
he had done his best to ignore the freezing cold especially as he climbed. 
As he went over to the skin, he gasped. 
Sitting laid out on the log was the skin of a lion complete with its head. 
“Ngonyama” He whispered. 
The boy turned to dad to see if it were possible. 
Dad was smiling proudly nodding. 
The boy had heard a lot about Ngonyama in his life. 
He used to hear dad calling out for Ngonyama in his dreams. 
Those times dad would wake up with tears in his eyes. 
 
Right before dad had left to go to the great war the boy had begged him to tell him 
about the story of Ngonyama. 
But Dad said he wouldn’t tell until the boy had completed his journey to the mountain. 
The boy was shocked to realise that he had forgotten all about this. 
 
“Are you ready?” Dad was solemnly staring at the flames. 
“Yes”.................. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
PART 3 The Lion 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 

19. I am a lion 
 

 
 

Over the next few days, dad and Ngonyama slowly got used to each other. 
Dad had climbed down the tree in the morning to retrieve a first aid kit as well as to see 

if the emergency beacon could be switched on. 
As most of the allied aircraft pilots flew missions around dusk, dad knew that switching it 

on for an hour or so every day at that time would be his best bet to be located. He 
couldn’t afford the battery life to keep it on for longer than this, and without rescue, and 

with his leg being in the condition it was there was little option for him to be saved. 
As well as the medical kit and beacon, Dad grabbed a bottle of water and a small ration 



 

kit of dry food. He only had a few of these as well and he needed to prepare for a long 
haul if necessary. 

Dad also grabbed at the metal rod he had been using to fend off the Hyenas and carried 
everything slowly to the base of the tree.  

Ngonyama had been sleeping all this time, still exhausted from his injuries. But now got 
to his feet lazily and jumped down from the tree. He lay next to Dad and went back to 
sleep. 
Dad spent most of that morning trying to get the courage to splint his leg. 
After all his standing and falling the day before, part of his femur was jutting out of his 
leg and he knew he needed to put it back into place. 
The medical bag had 2 vials of morphine and he carefully injected his thigh with one of 
the vials before proceeding to tightly bandage his leg, tighter and tighter until he could 
see and somehow still feel his bones moving back into place. 
Dad had shoved another bandage into his mouth and screamed into it as hard as he 
could as he tied the pole to his leg and knotted it as hard as he could. 
Dad wept for a while, in so much agony, despite the morphine. 
He had thought to use the second and last vial, but something held him back. 
It was Ngonyama. The size of that gaping wound needed stitching, and dad very much 
doubted a fully sober lion would allow that. 
Dad then proceeded to stitch up his own cut, where the bone had penetrated. 
He hadn’t bled as much as he thought he would have, and this gave him a sense of 
elation. 
Aside from some other minor gashes and bruises, he seemed to be ok. 
Dad opened the water bottle and drank deeply from it. 
He was sweaty, not just from the heat, but from the pain. 
Dad lay there for a while, propped up on the stump like a shovel. 
Ngonyama was fast asleep. 
Dad began to pat his fur, slowly at first, but then with more surety. Something inside him 
spoke to him, assuring him that this lion didn’t just risk its life to save him and sleep next 
to him all night in a tree, only to turn on him and kill him. 
Dad slowly pulled out the second vial. 
Gently he pressed his hand onto Ngonyama’s belly and felt as he breathed in and out. 
Holding his own breath dad took a moment and as quickly as possible stabbed the 
needle into Ngonyama’s belly near the sore. He wasn't sure how to do this especially to 
an animal but it was worth a shot. 
Ngonyama stirred and growled in his sleep, but remained asleep. 
Dad sighed deeply relieved. 
 
Slowly but surely dad cleaned the wound, and stitched it up as best as he could. 



 

He had to shave some of the fur but when it was all done he covered the opening with a 
sticky bandage and gauze. 
Exhausted, Dad ignoring his need to climb back up the tree fell asleep. 
 
A few hours later he woke to find Ngonyama staring at him. Somewhat startled dad 
stumbled back but soon realised that Ngonyama wasn't eyeing him hungrily. He had 
something else in his eyes.  
Gratitude. 
Dad didn't understand how, but he could read Ngonyama as clearly as if it was another 
person. 
Ngonyama nudged at dad with his head. 
Dad smirked.  
“You're welcome”. 
 
 
Over the next few days, dad survived off the dry food packets that were stored in the 
back of the plane. 
He felt his leg becoming less painful and swollen, and was even able to stand with the 
use of another metal pole courtesy of the plane. Though it was slow, it was definitely 
becoming easier to stand and hobble around. 
Dad had slowly explored his immediate surroundings. 
There was a stream nearby, a bit low, and the water tasted a bit foul, but it was water 
nonetheless. 
Dad filtered the water by putting in charcoal ashes from the wood that had burned 
following the crash into one of his empty bottles and filling it with water from the stream.  
He shook it and let it rest, eventually pouring it through a piece of torn short into another 
bottle. 
The water had a slight twinge of ash to it, but after a few sips, felt safe enough to drink. 
 
Every few days Ngonyama would leave him for a few hours to go and hunt. 
As he was still injured from the fight, Ngonyama would never be able to bring back any 
significant prey, it was usually large desert rodents and lizards. 
Dad also noticed a strange mound nearby, a white pile a man’s height of what seemed 
to be bleached sand, which turned out to be salt. 
 
Dad also got quite good at climbing up the tree, he had scrambled up a few times when 
Ngonyama had gone hunting, and he had heard rustling in the long grass nearby. But 
as of yet, there was no sign of the matriarch or her hyenas. 



 

Dad prayed that this would stay that way and that Ngonyama had killed and injured 
enough of them to keep them away. 
The rancid bodies of the dead hyenas were a challenge. 
Dad wasn't sure if he should have tried to salvage them for food, but something told him 
that he probably shouldn't. 
He wasn't sure where, but he had vaguely remembered that hyenas were prone to a lot 
of sicknesses and because they were so tough, they were able to survive being covered 
in microbes etc. 
 
Plus, the vultures had made a quick feast of them, while dad and Ngonyama had slept 
the first night. 
There wouldn't have been much to salvage anyway. 
 
Days passed. 
And then days turned into a week. 
And then for 2 weeks. 
Dad persisted with the beacon for a few days, but there was nothing. 
He decided to wait until there was some sighting of a plane nearby, and then to turn it 
on. He had heard a plane in the distance 3 times since he had landed. 
He spent the time trying to work on salvaging parts of the plane that might be useful.  
Dad was hoping that a jerry can or two of the fuel might still be usable but wasn't sure if 
he should have high hopes since the fire may have destroyed them. 
It was a great relief when he found one, still half full at the back of the plane, away from 
where the fire had spread. 
Dad also found some extra blankets and medical supplies, some waterproof matches 
and some rudimentary tools and a fold-out shovel. 
Dad thought about burying the Hyena remains, but then remembered that some animals 
are repelled by their dead. 
Willing to put up with the smell if this were true, Dad left the carcasses to rot in the hot 
sun.  
The stench burned his nostrils for 3 whole days until he either had gotten used to it, or it 
had dissipated. 
Aside from the few tasks he had found for himself to do, Dad spent the majority of those 
days in thought. Staring out at the horizon and staring into himself. 
More than once he had caught himself staring at the decaying bodies of the hyenas 
around him. 
“That could have been me,”  he thought.  
It was a sombre thought. 



 

“and no one would have ever found me. 
All of who I am would be forgotten and lost forever.” 
 
Dad had spent days reflecting on his own life. 
His legacy, who he wanted to be, and who he actually was. 
Dad had wanted to be a brave and valiant warrior. But the truth was that he was a 
coward. 
Dad had wanted to be an honourable man, but the truth was that he wasn't. 
Dad had crashed not because of a flock of birds. But because he was drunk and fleeing 
the battlefield like a coward. 
His whole life up to this point had been a tug of war between who he wanted to be, and 
who he was. 
A man often consumed by anger, vice and taking the easy road. 
“And this is how my life should have ended,” he said out loud. 
“If it weren't for you Ngonyama”.  
Dad looked at the beast, chewing on the head of some kind of an aardvark.  
He was really a majestic creature. 
His wounds had almost completely healed, and the fur was growing back around the 
bandages, which were beginning to fall off. 
He was crouched over, his shoulder muscles twitching as his mouth carefully tore 
through flesh and bone. 
“If I ever get out of this” he promised himself 
“I will be the man I am supposed to be.” 
 
That night, the rain came. 
The sky had quickly turned black during the afternoon, and Dad found himself up the 
tree, drenched. The tree offered almost no cover from the rain and seemed instead to 
welcome it. 
Dad was laughing and drinking from the curled leaves that gathered the water around 
him. 
On the floor lay the empty bottles, with curled leaves stuck into them like funnels. 
Ngonyama was also enjoying the rain, splashing around in it down on the floor. 
Dad felt at peace. 
He realised that night that he had been here 3 weeks, to keep track of time dad had 
been etching marks into the tree trunk each day. 
21 etchings. 
He realised that he hadn't been sober for this long in a long time. 
Perhaps since joining the airforce at 15 years old. 
That was well over a decade ago now. 



 

Dad felt proud. And hopeful. 
His leg was now almost well enough for him to walk on without the crutch, yet he took it 
with him for security's sake. 
He didn't want to be rash and spoil his progress. 
 
Dad closed his eyes and even though wet to the bone, dozed into a deep and peaceful 
sleep. 
 
 
Dad woke to a loud roar. 
It was Ngonyama. The sun peeped over the eastern horizon bleeding it's beautiful reds 
and oranges across the sky.  
But this wasn't a time to soak up the beauty of the sky. 
Ngonyama had jumped down and was on the floor pacing this way and that. 
Something was wrong.  
Dad sat upright and grabbed his crutch pole. 
The cackle of a hyena filled the air. 
And then another and another. 
Soon, there were dozens. Dad began to see them sticking out of the tall grass, half 
concealing themselves in it. 
Ngonyama roared, commanding them to back off. 
But they cackled in laughter. 
There were more of them this time. 
Much more. 
 
Dad called Ngonyama to climb into the tree. 
But Ngonyama ignored him. 
His roars became louder and more commanding than dad had heard so far.  
Ngonyama seemed to say “I’m not going to hide. I am a lion”. 
 
Soon, the hyenas became brave enough to step out into the open right in front of the 
tree. 
Within the grasp of Ngonyama. 
Cackling and snarling and gnashing their teeth at him. 
Ngonyama lurched forward. Striking one of them across the face and tearing the skin 
off. 
The hyena was a juvenile, too brazen and not wise enough. 
He folded and collapsed onto the ground. 
 



 

But then another stepped out, and another 
And another. 
The larger, older wiser ones didn't step out one at a time but coordinated. 
5 of them began to circle Ngonyama. With the circle growing by the minute. 
Soon there were 10. And dad counted 15. 
All circling Ngonyama slowly but surely closing in.  
When Ngonyama swiped at one, the others behind him would swipe back. 
Ngonyama was still not outdone. 
He began to pounce and retreat. 
Quickly enough to not get hit himself, but fast enough to send the hyena into the air or 
scattering the circle. 
But the circle always recovered. 
Each time Ngonyama scared a hyena off, another would join. 
Every time Ngonyama bit and killed a hyena, another would take its place. 
 
Dad sat in the tree terrified and frozen. 
“What should I do?” He screamed at Ngonyama as if expecting a reply. 
Ngonyama roared in reply. His head pointing towards the Matriarch who was coming 
into view. 
She was the one they needed to kill.  
Dad’s heart began to race. 
He began to think. 
“If I kill her, the other hyenas will flee. 
But how???” 
The matriarch climbed up onto the plane shell. 
 
And dad knew exactly what to do. 
“The Jerry can!” 
Dad had put his supplies including the jerry can underneath the plane shell in one of the 
storage boxes. 
If he could just get to it, and light the jerry can, the matriarch would be roasted alive. 
 
 
During the commotion, the hyenas seemed to be fixated on Ngonyama and had 
seemingly forgotten about him. 
Dad carefully slipped down to the edge of his branch and slid down the trunk onto the 
floor. 
Taking the matches out of his pocket, he grabbed some dead grass and wrapped it into 
a ball. 



 

Wrapping it around the end of the pole, he tied some of the cloth that he had used first 
as a splint bandage for his leg, but now as a soft handle to cover the rusty end of the 
pole. 
Looking around to see that not a single hyena had noticed him yet, he lit the match and 
put it over the end of the pole. 
Worried for a moment that the grass was still wet from the previous night's rain, he was 
relieved that after a moment the grass caught, and then the cloth around it. 
Dad began to breathe deeply. 
He needed to plan what he would do. 
But the best he could think of was to charge at the plane shell and throw the torch into 
the storage box. 
All he would have to do would be to throw it in, as the lid had been smashed during the 
crash and it was empty. the jerry can have been damaged as well and Dad had stuffed 
the cracks with a cloth to cover them, but they were now no doubt soaked with fuel. 
 
Dad began to breathe. 
A million thoughts ran through his head. 
With shame, he realised that most of them were ways he could somehow escape and 
leave Ngonyama to face the hyenas alone 
“No” 
Dad had resolved that he didn't want this to be his legacy. Fear was a lie he had to live 
or deny. 
If he died today, he wanted it to be in a moment of courage, not cowardice. 
Dad peeked over the large tree root that had concealed him from the hyena’s vision. 
They were still occupied with Ngonyama.  
Ngonyama had taken some big hits, and Dad could see that he was bleeding again. 
But still, he roared. 
“I am a lion” he roared with each swipe of his arm. 
With each hit he took, he hit back 
“I am a lion” 
 
Dad took a deep breath 
“I AM A LION!!!!”  he screamed, almost a roar in itself and began to charge. 
The plane shell was about 15 metres away 
He just needed to make it past the edge of the circle and he would be there. 
Flaming torch in hand Dad charged. One step at a time. 
Over his shoulder, he could see out of the corner of his eye Ngonyama look up and see 
him run. 
He heard another roar 



 

And he let out one of his own as well 
“I AM A LION!!!” 
He heard the snap of a Hyena’s jaw shut too close for comfort and he ran at the plane 
with everything he had inside himself. 
A few more steps. 
 
Dad looked ahead to see the matriarch. He had caught her eye and she was now about 
to lunge at him. 
Dad dived. 
As he dived he threw the torch. 
Everything happened so slowly dad felt these last moments of his life were in 
themselves a lifetime of their own. 
The matriarch was now inches from him. 
The torch had flown past her and was falling agonisingly slowly towards the storage 
box. 
 
Dad saw the matriarch's eyes as they careened towards one another. 
He could taste her breath, and see the saliva on her tongue splattering through the air. 
 
And then he felt teeth sink into his coat. 
 
A backwards lunge. 
 
Dad was thrown backwards into the air. 
He felt his coat rip, but not completely.  
He had been thrown backwards by something behind him. 
 
It was Ngonyama! 
 
The torch fell and landed into the box. 
Dad flew backwards, and upwards. 
Past Ngonyama and up past the branches. 
 
He heard a hiss  
Ever so soft.  
 
And then a bright light. 
The hiss turned into a roar of flame. 
A terrible explosion that shook his chest and heart. 



 

And then a wave of energy. That threw him backwards even more. 
 
Hitting the tree he folded over it and landed into one of the branches. 
 
His ears sung. His eyes blurred and dazed by the light took a moment. 
Dad could taste vomit and blood in his mouth, and smell burnt hair. 
 
“Ngonyama!” Dad scrambled awkwardly to look over to the plane shell. 
There were scattered Hyenas everywhere. 
Some charred, some still moving,  writhing as it may. 
The matriarch howled, spluttered and collapsed dead.  
The remaining hyenas too far to be hurt from the explosion had run. Their footsteps 
disappearing into the grass. 
“Ngonyama!!!!” Dad frantically searched the field. 
He climbed down the branch and hobbled over to the lion sprawled out on the floor. 
Ngonyama’s breaths were shallow and fast. 
He lifted his head to see dad and let out a soft comforting purr. 
Dad caressed his head in his lap and began to cry 
“You'll be ok Ngonyama I promise. 
Ngonyama struggled to get to his feet. 
It was labour, but even though dad tried to hold him down, Ngonyama insisted. 
Standing up took a moment, but when he had managed it, Ngonyama began to roar that 
same roar from the battle.  
“I am a Lion” he roared.  
Dad, tears streaming down his face echoed 
“I am a lion” he sobbed 
Ngonyama roared again, this time louder. 
“I AM A LION” Dad bellowed, his voice breaking through his tears 
Ngonyama roared again. Longer and louder than before 
Dad joined the roar “I AM A LIONNNNNN!!!!!!!” 
for a moment their voices were one. 
 
 
Ngonyama collapsed to the floor. 
His breathing slowed, and dad held his head as he breathed his last. 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 

20. The man I am supposed to be 
 

 
 

Dad slept that night huddled over Ngonyama ‘s body, in an attempt to keep the vultures 
and scavengers away. 

The birds had come in droves, to be part of this great feast. 
There were dozens of cooked and burnt hyenas all around the plane. The explosion 

was huge. And much of the grass had been burnt in the flames.  
 

Dad had spent most of the day crying, slowly dragging Ngonyama ‘s body to the big 
tree. 

He even tried lifting him up, but soon gave up. Ngonyama was just too huge. 
He was flooded with feelings of hopelessness. Ngonyama, this beast, this majestic, 

kingly creature had given his life to save him. Not just once but twice. 
And now he was gone.  

“It should have been me” 
Dad repeated through his tears and then though his gritted teeth. 

To say that Dad was crushed would be an understatement. 
Overwhelmed with guilt, self-loathing and bitter sorrow dad resigned himself to die right 

here at the base of the tree. With his friend. 
 

Dad woke suddenly to a squawk from a crow. 



 

Trying to peck at Ngonyama’s body. 
“GET OFF GET OFFFF” Dad screamed wildly waving his hands. 

The crow squawked again and flew away. 
Dad closed his eyes once more. 

It wouldn't be long until another crow came, and perhaps vultures. Or even until the rest 
of the hyenas returned for some easy pickings. 

Dad knew they wouldn't come quickly, and without their matriarch, they wouldn't be too 
keen on returning at all. But hunger drives even the greatest coward.  

What would he do when they returned? 
Would he just be easy pickings for them? 

A broken-spirited man ready to die. 
Dad didn't mind. 

But then a thought hit him. 
If he died, Ngonyama ‘s sacrifice would mean nothing. 

Dad scowled. 
Ngonyama ‘s sacrifice couldn't be for nothing. 
He must survive and fulfil his promise. 
 
Dad stood up. 
“ I AM A LION!!!!!” 
 
 “And I will be the man I’m supposed to be” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
Dad worked through the night and into the next day. 
He knew that his rescue was not likely, that he would need to somehow traverse the 
desert and make it to safety. 
 
He collected the rainwater jars and filled them all into one tightly sealed bag that had 
contained the first aid kit and other supplies. It was a fairly large amount of water 
considering and he guessed the bag to weigh about 10 kilos. 
Doing some quick math and remembering what he was taught in-flight survival school 
dad estimated it to be about 4 days, maybe 5 worth of drinking water. He also packed 
some of the first aid equipment and resplinted his leg. This would be paramount to his 
survival. If he couldn't walk he wouldn't survive and he knew this as surely as the sun 
was above him in the sky.  
Dad was getting hungry.  
Deep down he knew a solution, but it was hard to think about. 
But after another few hours, dad knew that there was nothing for it.  
He had to eat Ngonyama if he was to survive. 
Dad had also been thinking about another problem he had, and he knew the solution, 
though not one he was trying to think about. 
But there simply wasn’t any way around this. 
 
Dad collected some of the salt from the mounds nearby. He carried them near 
Ngonyama’s lifeless body and took out a scalpel from his first aid kit. 
 
Saying a prayer of thanksgiving, he took a deep breath and carefully sliced into the flesh 
of his friend.  
The fur was remarkably soft and yet strong at the same time. Dad could feel places 
where Ngonyama had been cut before, he had many battle scars. But sadly dad 
realised that up to now, Ngonyama had been able to survive any and everything that 
would have been thrown at him. 
 
“It's up to me to not let his sacrifice be in vain” dad resolved once more. 
 
He cut into the flesh, peeling it back from the skin.  
He slowly but surely cut some flesh off from around the back legs and slicing it thinly 
placed it into the salt. 



 

He figured it might not help with dehydration, but at least it would last a bit longer before 
going rancid, and cured meat tasted a bit better than raw meat. 
 
Dad tried to start a fire to cook some of the meat, but there was no way he could get a 
fire going. He looked grimly at the burnt and charred remains of the hyenas and the ash 
from the small grass fire that had started due to the explosion.  
“Salted lion it will have to be then,”  he thought. 
 
Dad continued to slice through the lion skin, carefully and trying with all his might to be 
respectful as he did it. When he got to the head he burst into tears. 
Ngonyama’s beautiful head was so big that he could barely fit it in his lap. He cradled it 
as he sliced around and gently peeled the skin off the face. 
 
When he was done, he lay the skin out inside out on the floor and covered it with salt. 
Ngonyama didn’t have much fat on him at all, so the skin was very easy to tan.  
It just took a few hours for the salt to absorb the wet skin and get rid of most of the 
gamey meat smell. 
After that, dad scraped the salt off with any dried bits of meat that were stuck to it and 
gave it a bit of a rinse, being careful not to waste any water.  
He laid the skin out to dry and began to plot his journey.  
Dad was a pilot, so he knew how to find his direction both during the day as well as at 
night time.  
He had originally taken off from the allied air force base at Mombasa Kenya and was 
patrolling the Tanzanian- Kenyan border when they had been attacked and he had fled 
south-west.  
He had a vague memory of being somewhat near the Serengeti national park when he 
went down, which would explain the abundance of animals and predators and possibly 
where Ngonyama had come from.  
So North-East was possibly the way he would get home.  
If he could manage the distance, Nairobi would be his destination.  
 
Dad spent the remainder of the evening digging a hole and burying his friend. 
Ngonyama didn’t look like a lion anymore, he was more of a huge red mass of dirt 
covered flesh. Dad said a prayer and covered his body and sat in silence for a good 
while, thinking and pondering his life.  He wouldn't take this sacrifice for granted. He 
vowed again that Ngonyama wouldn’t have died in vain.  
 
After a while, the moon filled the sky. It was almost full and glowed in the darkness like 
a beacon. 



 

 
Dad had decided that he would walk through the night, using the stars to guide his path 
and try to find places to rest during the day to conserve water. 
 
Donning the lion skin, Dad placed it up to his shoulders and over his head.  He held the 
metal pole as a walking stick/ crutch and slung over the other arm was a bag full of 
water, some of the medical supplies and the salted lion meat he was curing. 
 
With a long last gaze at the freshly buried grave and the tree and the plane wreckage, 
dad took a deep breath and began to walk. 
Through the night he walked, the humidity was cancelled out by a cooling breeze and 
the almost full moon gave him plenty of light to guide his footsteps. 
It was a quiet night. The grasslands were almost silent, but not quite so that it was 
alarming. Dad could hear some antelope or some such grazing animals in the distance, 
every so often the bark of a zebra could be heard as he walked on.  
Dad realised it was because he smelled and looked like a lion. 
Dad felt a calm about him. In the midst of all the uncertainty and confusion, he felt 
protected, he felt safe. Even now Ngonyama was still protecting him, watching over him. 
Literally covering him.  
Dad walked on. He walked till he could see the sun begin to peek over the horizon. The 
sky turned from black to ocean blue. Then pink orange and at last the blinding ball of 
light lifted itself over the horizon. 
He was tired. Luckily nearby was a tree with low hanging limbs. 
Dad climbed up on it, took a drink and closed his eyes. 
 
 
Dad had thought he might be able to survive 4 or maybe 5 days walking before he 
collapsed from exhaustion. 
He survived 20. 
 
Walking through the semi-desert with a metal pole and dressed in a lion skin.  
He walked until his shoes ripped and tore at which he walked in his socks until they 
became scrap, and then barefoot, and when his feet bled he kept walking. 
When the meat was finished, Dad had found wild onions and potatoes growing and had 
drank and refilled his bag at a waterhole visited by gazelle, zebras and even a group of 
crocodiles. 
Dad was attacked at one point by a group of African wild dogs, but with the skin and 
tenacity of Ngonyama, he fought them off. 
 



 

 
And eventually, some 20 days later, burnt and worn out by the sun, dad’s bruised and 
unconscious body was found by some goat herders only 10 miles from Nairobi. His 
navigation skills had been flawless. 
 
Dad woke in a military base to a smiling woman.  
A beautiful smile, a beautiful woman. 
 
“I’m your surgeon,” she said with a glisten in her eye. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 

21. From Ashes and Smoke .  
 

 
 
The boy knew the rest of the story. 
Dad had told it to him a few weeks ago around another fireplace. 
They sat in silence for a long while before Dad spoke again. 
“I became the man that I was supposed to be my son”  
 
The boy looked over at the lion skin propped onto the stump and then back to dad.  
 
“The smoking hill is a place where the boy must let go of something dear to him and 
emerge from the ashes and smoke as a man.  
It is a place where the boy decides to become the man he is supposed to be once and 
for all. 
Every dad in our village that brings his son here takes something from the boy’s 
childhood that needs to be let go of. Something that holds back the boy from being the 
man he is supposed to be.” 
 
The boy wondered.  
What could dad have brought? 



 

 
He didn’t have many possessions anymore, not after the earthquake. Plus, he had 
never really had much in the first place.  
The boy sat still and stared. 
 
“I love you son” dad said.  
“I'm sorry, I never came back after the war. War can be a place where countries are 
fixed, but they are always places where homes are broken. 
It was always my deepest desire to bring you and your brother here, to teach you these 
lessons and give you these choices, to watch you and hope that you chose well. 
And I am proud of you son. You have proved that a man lives inside of you and that he 
is almost ready to come out”. 
 
Dad paused. He took a deep breath, and the boy could hear a quiver in his voice. 
 
“You just need to let go of one thing.” 
 
“What is it dad?” the boy replied, startled by the sudden seriousness of dads tone. 
 
me ``. 
 
Dad stood and slowly began to walk to the fire. 
“ I'm gone, my boy. I died and it's time to stop looking back and start pressing forwards. 
Your brother and sister need you. Your Mother needs you, grandpa needs you and the 
world needs you. 
The boy jumped to his feet and yelled “No!”  running to grab at dad his arms went 
straight through thin air.  
Dad smiled, sorrow in his eyes, but a smile nonetheless. 
 
“There are far less good men in this world than almost anything else”. 
The boy was crying now. Big ugly tears crashed onto his cheeks and into his mouth. He 
could taste them. 
 
 
Dad turned to step into the flames but turned to say one more thing. 
“Our people call this the Atlas mountain. 
Atlas, of course, was the titan who held up the weight of the heavens. 
This is the birthplace of the men of our village, not because it's the biggest mountain or 
the hardest to climb, but because a man holds up the weight of the sky. 



 

He holds up the weight of the world around him, he holds up even the sky if it needs him 
to”. 
Dad looked at the boy in the eye one last time. The boy tried containing his sobs. 
“I love you, my son. You are no longer a boy. Today you have become a man.” 
Dad stepped into the flame.  
The fire sputtered and burst into a red hot flame. It was so big and hot that air pushed 
everything back and the boy fell onto the log, landing on Ngonyama’s fur.  
The fire went out and all that was left was a pillar of smoke and cloud of ash. 
 
The boy got back onto his feet coughing. A new light pierced the darkness to his left. It 
was the morning light. The sun peeked over the mountain range and shot a warm glow 
onto his face.  
He put the fur over his head and shoulders and turned to the sunrise.  
 
He wondered what he would tell mum when he got home.  
He wondered if grandpa would understand or if he would be angry. 
He wondered how long he was gone for, and if everyone thought he was dead. 
He wondered what things would be like now and for a moment felt like staying here on 
the mountain where he wouldn’t have to deal with all of this again.  
But he also remembered dad’s words to him. All of them. He remembered Ngonyama 
laying on his back now, and the atlas titan holding up the sky. He was ready to go 
home. 
He was ready to hear little brother laugh again, and take him up this mountain on his 
journey when he was old enough.  
He was ready to take care of baby sister, to protect them and become the one who held 
up the sky for his family. 
 
And beginning his journey home he took one last look at the smoking mountain.  
“I love you dad. “ he smiled, wiping a tear from his eye. 
And took his first steps. 
As a man. 
 
 
The end. 


