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R J Burgess 

 

The man was just a child when he first set off on his 

journey. When he first turned his back on everything and 

everyone he’d ever known and walked off towards the 

horizon without a single word of farewell, he’d been just 

12.  

Now he was nearly 30 and every waking moment since 

that day, he’d spent on his feet. Walking.  

If you were to ask the man why he was walking, he 

wouldn’t be able to tell you. Ask him where he was going 

and he would give you little more than a blank look and a 

shrug. 

When he left the great city of Omelas all those 

years ago, he had neither destination nor reason in mind. 

All he knew was that he had to walk – to get away from 

the things he had seen and the lies they had covered. 

Countless miles had passed under his feet since that 

day – miles of terrain that had shifted imperceptibly 

from snow to grass to rock to sand and everything in 

between. 

When he hit water, the man wove a boat out of reeds 

and rode it to the other side. When he hit mountains, he 

climbed them hand over foot to their cloud-brushed tips 

and followed the streams down the other side.  
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Time was no obstacle; distance no barrier. All he 

knew was the road. 

Sometimes the man still thought of turning back - of 

retracing his dusty steps to the beautiful city he had 

left behind with its fields of green and running water, 

its gentle music and orgies.  

But he knew that would never be an option.  

Every night, the steps the man numbered before 

daybreak were fewer than the one before. Every day, the 

pain in his chest grew more intense, his breaths 

shallower, his limbs weaker. Sometimes he would wake from 

sleep trembling so violently he felt sure he would soon 

shake himself apart. 

He was not afraid of death but still, he knew it was 

out there. He had passed many travellers like himself on 

his journey and many of those had been near death too. 

This was a barren land he walked through now and few made 

it to the end. 

Every now and again he would stumble upon the 

corpses of those who had trod this road before him, their 

bones stripped of flesh, bleaching in the noonday sun. 

They were like markers for the man, signposts pointing 

him on his way along a trail that many had trod before.   

He knew he was on the right path.  

The ground the man was passing over now was the same 

flat, desolate plain he had been crossing for over a 

year. Ahead of him, an endless patchwork of hard, parched 
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earth stretched out to the horizon, its dusty soil 

cracked and splintered like an old oil painting on the 

wall of a gallery. 

He was used to this land. Used to the pain it 

caused. Used to feeling drained of energy, his tongue 

parched, his stomach hollow and empty as a used gourd. 

For months he had moved with the night through this 

desolate place, resting in what shade he could find 

during the hard, relentless midday heat. He’d lived off 

tough grass and dried termites for so long he had almost 

forgotten what real food tasted like. 

No matter. He was on the right path – the trail of 

the dead confirmed that much. Soon he would reach his 

destination and then, finally, he could rest. 

As he walked, the man’s possessions clinked out a 

tight rhythm against his back, a metronome made of 

cutlery and cloth he set his steady pace to.  

Clunk, tink, clunk, tink, clunk, tink… 

# 

It was late afternoon when he saw it. At first, it 

was difficult to be sure what he was seeing. The horizon 

was a blurred haze of heat and dust at the best of times 

that reduced all but the closest of objects to silhouette 

and dancing illusion. But as he drew closer, details 

began to emerge from the haze. 

There, where the dried lakebed met the jagged 

mountains on the far side: sandstone and glass. City 
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walls rising from the desert like the fossilised bones of 

some long-dead monster. From above those walls, flat-

topped buildings, and domes that glittered with glass. 

The man shrugged his pack from his back and fell to 

his knees. He stared out at the city walls to which he 

had been walking most of his life. 

He threw back his head and laughed. 

For once, sleep came easily to him that night. 

# 

At first, when he woke, the man thought he must have 

died. Gone was the intense heat that had dogged him for 

so long and in its place was a cool darkness, the 

pressing closeness of walls around him and a faint 

dampness in the air. The ground beneath him was soft and 

yielding. 

The man opened his eyes and the world coalesced into 

view. A room: he had been taken indoors. A bed: he was 

lying on a bed! 

And there, with a cold compress in her hand – the 

first living human the man had seen for more than half 

his life.  

She stared down at him from the bedside, dark-

skinned and hard eyes, her hands rough and calloused. 

She was beautiful. 

In that second, the man wanted to ask her so much. 

He wanted to tell her about himself: where he’d been, 
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what he’d seen. He wanted to tell her of Omelas, of the 

city’s many wonders and its one fatal flaw...  

But the power of speech had left the man long ago 

and he could but lie there, weak and pitiful, his 

forehead glistening with the wet of her compress.  

Fortunately, the woman seemed to understand. “I know 

where you’re from,” she said in a voice made of dust and 

pain. “A hunting party found you sleeping outside the 

city walls and carried you in. You should be commended; 

few make it this far.  

“But I fear you came here in vain. This place,” she 

gestured to the walls around him, “is Salemo: a city 

founded by those who walked away from Omelas. It is a 

hard place. A dead place. Are you sure you want to be 

here?” 

The man strained to hear the woman’s words like a 

hungry plant reaching for light. It had been so long 

since he’d last heard another human voice that he found 

himself listening to her with the same rapt expression 

that a starving man might watch a plate of food being set 

before him. 

Somewhere in the back of his mind there was an echo 

of understanding to what she was saying. The woman’s 

words tickled against a long-forgotten part of his mind 

that he was only now remembering. He nodded eagerly, his 

eyes full of rapt attention. 
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The woman sighed. “Don’t be so sure,” she warned. 

“In this place there is no music. There are no artists or 

philosophers. There is no Festival of Summer. Every day 

we scratch in the dirt and try to live off the few weeds 

we manage to scrounge. There’s no time for such things as 

orgies or races. Are you really sure this is where you 

want to be?” 

The man started crying. His eyes were dry and his 

throat was raw, but the relief he felt was real.  

An end to his journey. Comfort. Warmth. Human 

company. These were the things he had walked towards for 

so many years. 

For there was one word that the man had not 

forgotten through his many years of wondering; one word 

that had not gone the way of the others but had stuck 

with him every step of his way. A badge of pride that had 

driven him on.  

“Love?” the man said.  

The woman smiled. Like everything else about her, it 

was hard gesture, short-lived and tinged with sadness. 

But to the man, it was the most beautiful thing he had 

ever seen.  

“Love,” she repeated as though pondering the word. 

“I suppose there are those rare times – when enough food 

has been gathered, the sun is down and the wild Beastmen 

are far away... yes, then we know happiness. Then we know 

joy unlike any we ever knew in Omelas.”  
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“Love,” the man repeated, sure of himself now. 

The woman regarded him curiously.  

She leant forwards, kissing him gently on the crest 

of his head. “Rest,” she told him. “Get yourself better. 

Salemo welcomes you.” 

The woman waited until she was sure the man was 

sleeping. Then, standing, she moved over to the door and 

stepped out into the burning sun beyond.  

 

 


