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The second hand of the classroom clock leaned lazily towards twelve— then lurched beyond. 

The air-conditioning hummed pleasantly.

Some students chattered among themselves; some took light naps in the crook of their arms; some rushed to finish the final touches on their assignments.

Th-thack!

A teacher rapped against the whiteboard. Chairs scraped the floor as all the students in the room stood at attention, eyes on the priest who strode his way, robes swishing, to the front. His wizened eyes swept once, twice over the many heads of the class, and after a long while, his mellow voice echoed through the silent room.

“The Light of the Lord greets us all,” enunciated the priest. “As do I extend my greetings to you all.”

“As do we greet thee,” responded the class, bowing.

He nodded, continuing. “Today, we have all gathered for a most sacred occasion. On this—”

Yriiiieeeeeeee.

The door creaked unceremoniously open. Ten or so dishevelled children ducked through hurriedly, slamming it shut behind them. Once inside, they unwrapped the damp towels around the bottom halves of their faces, heaving a sigh of relief. None of the students, nor the teacher in the room batted an eye at the sudden intrusion. The priest paused in his speech, smiled kindly at them, and continued.

“On this very day, decades ago, we witnessed the unfolding of a great historical event. ” Shuffling noises, as the new people milled about trying to find seats. “Before, a terrible blight had possessed humans and led them astray from the path. But at the most opportune timing, the Lord descended from the skies and cast it away, gifting us all that which we know today… ”

A pale-skinned girl was glancing around through her fogged glasses. Beside her, a student at a desk tapped her shoulder and scooted to a side, offering her half a seat. Nodding gratefully, she sat down, awkwardly trying not to get her sunblock on the student. The student shook her head and smiled.

“The Salvation brought us many things. The Lord gave us limbs, with which we craft blessings for the eyes. He gave us throats, with which we sing our timeless melodies. And most importantly, He gave us hearts, which beat with harmony far and near.”

The priest stopped pacing, and looked up. His gaze met with each and every one of the huddled gazes upon him. 

“That is why we must never forget the sin of the blighted ways. Always cherish the blessing that the Lord has bestowed us with, and exalt Him as He loves us. ”

The girl shifted in her half-seat; the student in the other half glanced at her questioningly. But the girl remained stoic-faced. The young audience clapped as the priest returned to the back, and the teacher came forward to begin lessons.

It was the student who spoke first, whispering quietly under her breath. "What's your name? I'm Pearl."

"Dusk," murmured the strange girl.

And that was the birth of a curious friendship.


~~~

The thick, earthy-brown paint oozed onto the wax paper.

A brush dipped in. Immediately, ochre yellow bloomed in the heart of the acrylic. The streaks of gold, trailing like rays of light, gradually grew longer and wider until they spread over to form a uniform colour.

"Needs more green in it."

Pearl’s eye twitched. “Oh Lord forbid, Dusk. The last time, you said to add yellow. Before that, you said red!”

Dusk shrugged. “That didn’t work. I say we try green.”  

A few months after Dusk had moved in from the New Ocean, the two had managed to get along rather well.  They both made themselves home in Pearl’s dormitory, with Dusk on the floor in her sleeping-bag and Pearl on the bed. They split chores, helped each other with school and shared in the meagre warmth of the whirring heater at night.

“You haven’t half an idea of what you’re doing,” Pearl huffed. Her box of paints lay beside them on the table: a modest collection of hues. Dusk— bless her soul— got on her knees and leaned over to study them with her, as if she had any sense of colour.

Her eyes flicked aside again. At present, Dusk held three tubes of paint up against the rosy light of the ceiling lamp. She watched as the girl turned them about, completely mystified.

“Sap, emerald and pthalo,” she supplied.

“Oh,” said Dusk, deflating.

“You must look closer at the colours,” Pearl patted her back reassuringly as she advised. “I know it’s hard adapting to school here; I imagine it was very different back in your hometown. But you have to pass art, else you’ll retain— even if it is the hardest subject.”

“I’ve been studying,” Dusk’s nails scratched at the carpet. “You saw my notes.”

“Darling!” Pearl sighed theatrically, remembering the lengths Dusk had gone to for the last assessment. The poor thing had created a massive labelled list of all the hues. “You can’t memorise colours. You have to feel them within your soul.”

Dusk smiled wryly, but didn’t say a word. So they both stared at the paint in silence, the minutes stretching into hours.

Something bristled against her skin.

Pearl looked down, only now noticing the paint crusting up on her brush like a curdling sunrise.

“Ah,” she said smoothly. “I’d better go wash that. ”

Dusk nodded mutely, and went back to observing the tubes. Her eyes searched and searched. 

~~~


With a gentle click, the door to the common toilet swung open. Everything was the same as always; the renovators of the school campus did a good job. Each stall housed a toilet bowl, a metal showerhead above, and a latchable door with a hook at the back for hooking up belongings. Outside the stalls was a long mirror, and a row of taps above a sink. Decades ago, they had looked exactly the same.

Pearl picked the closest one and turned the faucet. It squeaked, but nothing came out, so she closed it and tried the next. And the next. On the fifth, warm, murky water sputtered forth, and she quickly thumbed the bristles under its trickle. She winced at how rough it felt, like a piece of the desert had clambered in and nested in its fibres. She sometimes forgot how swift the oily, vibrant acrylic could turn to nothing more than obstinate dust.

From her pocket, she retrieved a bottle of Dettol. 99.9% of all paint stripped. Keeps your brushes fresh every day. She rubbed a dab of the gel into the brush, and rinsed it as best she could. Before she could turn off the tap, the water ceased itself, letting the yellow drain away with the current. And the mistake had disappeared.

~~~

A long time ago, humans had conceived a terror. One with capacities beyond their own vision, their own imaginations, but one they foolishly deemed themselves capable of controlling. For the briefest of moments, it seemed to work, and they thrived upon it, at the cost of their very own world. But only so long could a prosperity crafted by sin last— for when the Lord regarded them from the heavens and saw the chaos sown, He descended upon the realm and banished Science before it could cause further destruction. 

“I don’t think it’s such a bad thing.”

“That what’s such a bad thing?”

“Science.”

“What are you insinuating, Dusk?” Pearl inquired absently, half-listening as she watched the dance teacher’s pirouettes. “That you’re a heathen?”

“Well, I believe in the Lord plenty.” Dusk traced the high barre on which their legs were perched. “Just not that Science is evil.”

Pearl thinned her eyes to look at her. “If you paid the slightest attention in lessons, you’d know what they say. Science is the greatest of evils, the most abominable of sins, the end to all that which we cherish." 

“Okay, but,” she said, “why can’t we step out directly in the sun? Why all we ever see outside is arid sand?”

“Like I said, Science destroyed the Earth.”

“Then why isn’t it better now that Science is gone?”

Pearl had to think for a moment. “The reality we’re living now is just halted right on the brink of utter collapse. We should be thankful it wasn’t worse.”

“My mum and dad said it used to be better before. I dunno,” Dusk leaned further into the stretch. “The Earth hasn’t stopped dying after Science left, I don’t think.”

Pearl opened her mouth to respond, but hesitated. She wasn’t looking at her.

“If you two are done talking,” cut in the dance teacher, glaring daggers at them, “you can come up and demonstrate, since you’re so confident.”

Without protest, Dusk walked to the centre of the room and got into position. Pearl followed suit. The day went on, but she didn’t stop thinking about what she had said.

~~~

For sure, Dusk had unpopular opinions. But she was also very helpful. She wasn’t any good at school, seemingly not knowing how to read between the lines, but she was smart. For instance, she taught them all how to make sunblock out of fats (seed oil and butter, she said, were the best “according to her experiments”), and though it didn’t work as well as factory-made sunblock, everyone was always in short supply of sunblock at home and took what they could get.

When she shared her knowledge, the other kids from the New Ocean, too, started showing them their methods of purifying water back when they had to make floodwater safe for drinking. Some methods worked better than others; Dusk suggested trying a combination of the best parts of each. The desert kids also volunteered ideas that they’d nursed for a while but never tested, such as using sand from the ground outside.

That day, the school campus dormitory toilet was an excited flurry of activity.

“‘Scuse me, coming through!”

“Hey, pass me the scissors!”

“Pssst, Robert? You got the sand?” 

 A stocky dude with a bucket over his shoulders tromped over. “Ayup, right here.”

“We’ve got the rocks,” yelled Sterling and Silver, the twins of the class, running over with armfuls of pebbles, identical braids bouncing behind them.

“Shhh! Don’t let the teachers hear!” warned the watchers, who peered into corridors diligently for approaching adults.

The construction team was well underway, led by May, who had spearheaded the whole operation. While waiting for the gatherers to bring materials, they figured out how to make more taps work. It turned out that some of them weren’t really broken, but just needed their pipes connected properly, or their knobs oiled so they could turn easier.

“The rocks are too big, it’s useful only if big stuff is in the water,” May commented. “We need something smaller, like gravel.”

“Okay!” The gatherers saluted and ran off once again. It was a laborious task, having to trial and error, but they pressed on, and soon, they had a little pail of water to be used for testing, and a makeshift filter out of a bottle, towels, and numerous other media. These were children with minds fine-tuned for expression and creativity, but all their life they’d used it only for sculptures and canvases. 

When all was set up, the crowd waited with bated breath as May poured a fraction of brown water into the device. It seeped and sank into the middle, disappearing into the layers. They waited… and waited… 

Drip. Drip.

Droplets, clear like crystals, budded and dripped into the container below.

The students muffled their shouts of glee. Promptly, May poured the rest of the water into the device, and clean water emerged from the other end like rain. Is it safe to drink, they asked among themselves, and Benny, the bravest of them, raised his pudgy hand. So they let him. He downed the little fraction of water. A few minutes passed, and seeing that he was still standing was enough relief for the class. Basking in their victory, they all raised it like a trophy and paraded it around within the confines of the toilet. 

Of course, not everyone appreciated the change. Endurance, the dissidents said, was the best way to last through the suffering, because it was a test from the Lord. And if the Lord willed it that they suffer, then it was folly to attempt to cheat it. For one, Agnan, the teacher’s pet, had always been in opposition since the beginning and refused to take part in anything. 

“He’s rich, that’s why,” a tiny girl no more than nine turned her nose up and declared. “If he doesn’t want in, then all the better for us.” The rest of the class agreed with her. Even the most stubborn keeled at the promise of water and protection. Those with resources easily at hand could deal with the most dire of situations, and keep up their moral stances without any cost. 

“The Lord makes us suffer as a test, yes. A test of whether we had the means to overcome it,” Dusk proclaimed. “The Lord has never willfully wanted us to suffer. Science has always been about creating, not destroying.”

~~~

Good things only last so long, don’t they?

It was a sunny December afternoon that the class erupted into bedlam.

“Order, order!” The teacher’s voice was hoarse from shouting. “Can we have order, please!”

How could they be orderly, hearing what the teacher had just announced?

The kids from New Ocean had been asked to leave. The country was running out of resources to feed everyone, and just within the classroom itself there was barely any space left. Within half a year, the number of New Ocean kids had swelled from ten to forty. There were no half-seats anymore; everyone either sat, squatted or stood. Those further from the air-conditioning squabbled constantly with those nearer to it. The teachers and priests tried to keep the atmosphere light, but it was hard not being disgruntled when you were hungry, thirsty, and had three elbows digging into your sides.

“I don’t wanna go,” someone sobbed. “What will we do out there?”

“It was a long time coming,“ some people were saying. “It was bound to happen sooner or later.”

“It’s not fair,” Robert spoke up. “We gave y’all so much. And y’all are just kickin’ us out? Where’s the sense in that?”

The priest rested a hand on his shoulder calmly. “Fear not. We are not casting you away, for all children of the Lord always have a place in our collective hearts.” 

“Why that’s a crock of barnacles if I ever heard one.” 

“Don’t disrespect the priest,” Agnan said sharply. 

“We’re going to die out there!” Robert whipped around and snarled. “Fat load of good respect will do. You don’t even respect us!”

“Of course not," thundered Agnan. "I told you this would happen if the class did Science experiments. This is the Lord’s way of punishing you!”

A heavy silence fell over the class. Horror flickered across several faces; a select few grinned smugly. The teacher and priest looked from Agnan to Robert, at the rest of the class, then at each other as the realisation dawned upon them.

They slowly beamed.

"Heretics! Has the Salvation taught you nothing?" boomed the priest, his kind expression moments before transforming into one of righteous rage. "The dogs of Science deserve no home here. Have them burn under the Lord's wrath!"

"If any experiments are found in your possession," the teacher's eyes glinted, "They will be confiscated and the perpetrators severely punished. Now out with you lot!"
 
Finally, Pearl could bear it no longer, standing up to holler. "Quit this madness already! Science doesn't hurt anyone. It only destroys when it’s used wrongly!”

“Yeah,” agreed May. “I’ve been thinking about it for a while. Renovating the same buildings, using the same tools over and over again? How could we possibly reverse the damage Science had done if we never found a solution to fix it?”

Murmurs of assent filled the air. More people began standing up, desert natives and ocean refugees alike, fighting for something that had given them hope, and more— each other.

“Nothing’s changed in the last decades! People banned Science because they left us to die. ”

“Imagine! Imagine if we continued inventing! If we could improve our own lives by that little, imagine what we could achieve if the world created things together.”

“Maybe we wouldn’t be living in a desert. Maybe they wouldn’t be driven out of their homes. Maybe we’d still have trees!”

WHAM!

The teacher had slammed the door open. Waves of heat rolled into the classroom, instantly sending everyone reeling. Outside, they could hear the wails of the starving. “Perish the thought! I don’t care if you’re from the desert or the ocean. Anyone that abandons the ways of the Lord, abandons us right here, right now.” 

No one moved. No one spoke either. As much as they courageously defended their friends, they weren't worth as much as their own survival. Who could blame them?

"Okay. New Oceans, get out. It would be a shame to call the police down on brats."

Seeing no way out, the kids began to sombrely pack their belongings. They covered themselves up and lined up at the door. Robert, Sterling and Silver, May, and many, many other faces that they hadn't known for long but knew all the same.

“We’re not abandoning the Lord,” Pearl persisted. “We just think you should give Science a chance. Please!” She glanced desperately over at Dusk. "You tell them!"

Dusk turned to look at her. Between the towel wrapped around her head, only her eyes were visible, and they were full of such dark, sorrowful helplessness. She didn't say anything, but the message was clear.

They weren't ready for the truth. They never would be.

Then she walked out into the blinding light, until the time and tide had washed her away.

~~~
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