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For my mother and father,

to whose inspiration, faith and unconditional love I am as eternally indebted 
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EPIGRAPH

“I demonstrate in the first place, that the condition of man in his most natural 
state is nothing else but a mere war of all against all.”

- Thomas Hobbes, The Leviathan

“Love is such a priceless treasure that you can buy the whole world with it, and 
redeem not only your own but other people’s sins.”

- Fyodor Dostoyevsky, words of the elder Zosima in The Brothers 

Karamazov
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I
The President stepped up to the mirror.  
It had been a long time since she had last taken a good look at herself.  

The silver lining of the clouds haloed the reflection of a vaguely familiar 
woman, aged well beyond her years – 46 to be precise, which, by the 
mean of the day, put her on the fringes of youth.  The furrows in her 
blanching skin had begun to deepen around the sapphire eyes and 
her hair had whitened to platinum.  The past year had aged her more 
than the previous two score and five; effects hidden behind layers of 
painstakingly applied coats of cosmetics.  Politics compels even the 
most humble to some degree of vanity, and just before public occasions, 
vanity was quite mercilessly imposed upon her by a personal platoon 
of cosmetologists, the last of whom were just leaving her room.

She was alone.    
By the reckoning of some half-billion citizens across the eight nations 

of the new Eden Accord, today was the greatest of all days.  But the joy 
she should have been feeling was stifled with a grief which had abided 
for at least the previous two weeks leading up to that day.  She drew 
nearer to the mirror and dragged her fingertips over the sombre mien 
of her reflection.  

There was a knock at the big double-door.  A foot stepped over the 
brink.  A tall, dark and handsome man in quite normal house clothes 
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entered and stopped in the doorway.  
“The autocade is here.” 
“I’ll be down soon.”   
“Nervous?” He entered, gently closing the door behind him.
“No, not really,” she replied, her gaze fixed ahead.
He slowly sauntered up behind her, slowing with each inch until his 

chest gently touched her back.  Two strong arms came around her and 
the long dark hair brushed against her neck as he took breath of her 
and the warm hazel eyes peered up.

“Madame President…” 

She felt a tingle as the warm lips kissed her neck and she smiled a 
melancholy smile.

“Don’t even think about it.”
“Just one kiss before my superhero goes out to save the world.”

“It will be a long, long time before that.”  
“I still want my kiss.”
“Do you have any idea how many man hours it took to get me to 

look like this?”
She loosed his arms from around her, turned within his embrace 

and kissed him gently on the lips, careful not to mar the work of her 
devoted beauticians.  “Where’s our little angel?” she asked.

“In her room.  Drawing again.”
“Animals?”
“Always animals.”
“Animals are a good place to start.”  She looked away and was silent.  

“There’s that piece I’ve been meaning to finish.  I’d like to work on it 
this evening.”  The glimmering sapphires wandered, forlorn.  Her hands 
dropped and she turned away with a sigh, massaging her temples.   
“What a year…”

“Yes.  But it’s over now.”
“No,” she sighed.  “I’m sure it won’t be over before I’m dead and 

buried.”
“It’s over for now.”  He arched his head and put his lips to her crown.  

“Come on,” he said, drawing open the door.  “It’s time to go.”
“Not yet.”
“Shields has everything set to run like clockwork.  Make his job easy 

for once.”
“I’ll be down soon,” she said.  “I’ll only be a few minutes.  Shields can 

wait.” 
“The world too?”
“Yes.”
There was a pause of subtle commiseration. 
“Alright,” he murmured, with a slow nod. “…She’s in her room.” 
The door shut.  
The sound of the footsteps fading down the hall prompted in her a 

sudden, inexplicable urge to weep.  She confined her tears with a deep 
breath and, once she’d gathered herself, stepped out of her boudoir. 
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She wondered whether she would ever get used to the ostentatious 
halls of their new home; an aversion to opulence borne through 
humble beginnings.  There was a strange and terrible fear that always 
accompanied the steady increments of power, and the ascension had 
been rapid and sudden lately.  The first prayer of every day was that 
the burden be taken from her, and the more she prayed for it the more 
power seemed to befall her like some providential paradox.  She did, 
however, have one very precious well of courage… 

She sidled over the red carpet to the only open door across the 
corridor and when she neared the door, a whispering noise sounded 
faintly from the other side.  

The door noiselessly opened into a small and untidy room.  Loose 
sheets of crumpled, unfinished sketches littered the floor among the 
bedding hanging over the mattress.  Across from her, seated at a desk 
the back of a small figure bathed in a golden light, and a long cascade 
of golden hair fell over the back of the chair and down to the floor, and 
the little back was arched forward over the little desk as a little figure 
scribbled away whispering to herself, bringing a vague smile to her 
face.  Stepping into the room, the President trod over one of the loose 
pieces of paper littering the floor and bent forward to pick it up.  

Silence broken, the little blue-eyed, rose-hued face turned around, 
startled and cried:

“Mom!”
“My little artist.  I came to see your latest work.”
The President came up by her daughter’s side.
“No!”  The girl immediately threw her arms over her desk-top.  
“What is it?”
“It’s… It’s not finished.”
“That’s alright.  I can help you.”
The little girl blew a disappointed breath and the little blue-eyed face 

sulked.  
The President closely studied the drawing, and when she regarded 

the dozen or so other sheets of paper, crumpled and strewn across the 

floor, it became apparent that they were all the same attempt at the 
same indiscernible image. 

“I don’t like how it looks.” The girl leaned back, reluctantly taking her 
arms off the table-top.  “I wanted it to be a surprise.”

She peered over her daughter’s shoulder.  
“Is this what I think it is?” she asked, picking the unfinished picture up 

off the desk and indulged her daughter with a long gasp of excitement:  
“A phoenix!”

The little head beamed and nodded.  
“Miss Carmichael talked about them at school yesterday.”
“Oh, really?  And what did she tell you?”
“She said… that they’re made of fire.”
“Yes… And, did Miss Carmichael tell you how a phoenix is born?”
The little head shook and the little blue eyes were wide with 

enthusiasm.
“Well…”  The President put the drawing back down on the desk 

lowered into a seat at her daughter’s side.  “After a phoenix burns up 
and dies,” she explained, “a new one rises from the ashes.”

“Really?”
“Really.” 
“They don’t have a mom and dad?”
The President shook her head.
“Then… how are they born?”
“A phoenix has to die to be born.”
“How can you tell if it’s a girl or a boy phoenix?”
“…You can’t.”
“Oh.”  Her daughter looked up with a pout.  “Mom, are phoenixes 

real?”
“Realer than anything else in the world… One day I want you to be 

a phoenix too.”
“I can be a phoenix?”
“Mhmmm…  Anyone can.”
A loud rushing noise came from the outside as two aircraft hovered 
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