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Abstract

Thisthesisis comprised of an exegesis “What if: A Thought Experiment” and a novel
The Cystmaster - Part 1. The Tunnel Boy (referred to hereafter as The Cystmaster). The
Cystmaster isthe first draft of a science fiction novel and it isaimed at a young adult
audience. It explores a post nuclear society 300 years in the future and attempts to
revisit the ecological science fiction writing of the sixties and seventies which was

resurrected by writers such as Kim Stanley Robinson in his 1990s Mars series.

Both the exegesis and the novel examine the tension between Utopia and Dystopia— the
novel dealing with the dynamics of existence and ethics in a radioactive world where
food and genetic material are commaodities to be offered and traded in a no ownership,
anarchistic society. The Cystmaster is aso acoming of age, love story illustrating the
role of adolescentsin a society where the guiding imperative is one driven by a
collective guilt at the human destruction of the world 300 years earlier. Everyoneis
attempting to regrow the Earth. Because some people live in highly radioactive
environments, those in more benign environments give genetic material, food and other
resources to try and balance this equity equation and to ensure world peace. The
sacrificial roleimposed by this sort of society creates tensions and aloss of choice as
well as questions of ethics concerning the roles of children and adol escents. However in
striving for a better world, people on the new Earth are drawn together and the genera

impulse is utopian.

The exegesis attempts to define what constitutes science fiction and compares themes
and ideas in The Cystmaster to other science fiction novels. To alesser extent the
exegesis also looks at how relevant the novel may be for its intended young adult
audience. Aspects of the author’s process are a so discussed including some of the

difficulties experienced.
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‘What if: A Thought Experiment’

“Technological progressislike an axe in the hands of a pathological criminal.’

“Any intelligent fool can make things bigger, more complex and more violent. It
takes atouch of genius—and alot of courage — to move in the opposite
direction.”

“A human being is part of awhole, called by us“universe’, apart limited in
time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings as something
separated from the rest... akind of optical delusion of his consciousness. This
delusionisakind of prison for us. Our task must be to free ourselves from this
prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and

the whole of naturein al its beauty.”

Einstein

Introduction
This year in completing the thesis for the Master of Creative Writing my goa was to

write the first draft of The Cystmaster, a coming of age story, written in the science
fiction genre and aimed primarily at a young adult audience. | say jokingly, think Anne
of Green Gables (Montgomery, 1987) with amale, child protagonist, set in the future,
300 years after global warming and a nuclear war devastated the Earth - an unlikely

comparison athough not without some element of truth.

Frank Herbert, the author of Dune, one of the most successful science fiction novels of

al time, said about the role of science fiction:

I think science fiction does help, and it points in very interesting directions. It
points in relativistic directions. It says that we have the imagination for these
other opportunities, these other choices. We tend to tie ourselves down to
limited choices. We say, “Well the only answer is..” or, “If you would
just...” Whatever follows these two statements narrows the choices right
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there. It gets the vision right down close to the ground so that you don’t see
anything happening outside. Humans tend not to see over along range. Now
we are required, in these generations, to have alonger range view of what we
inflict on the world around us. This is where, | think, science fiction is
helping. | don’'t think that the mere writing of such a book as Brave New
World or 1984 prevents those things which are portrayed in those books from
happening. But | do think they alert us to that possibility and make that
possibility less likely. They make us aware that we may be going in that
direction.
Who2Biography: Frank Herbert, writer

Herbert talks above about two vital aspects of science fiction: the way it can offer both
signposts and warnings and aso the way that it generates alternative, outside-the-square
ideas and solutions. Robinson (1992, 1993, 1995) doesthisin hisMars series. The
Cystmaster also seeks to do this, warning that Earth could be heading towards resource
shortages and nuclear war, then imagining a possible scenario of humans surviving and
of humanity as awhole living a more peaceful existence. As yet, the ideas are not fully
realised because at thisfirst draft stage, it is essentially an exploratory text.

Thomas Keneally says “...thefirst draft is very much finding the tale and finding the
dynamics of the thing.” (Woolfe and Grenville, 1993, p.186) When reading The
Cystmaster it helpsto keep in mind the exploratory nature of the draft, especially as the
genreis science fiction and ideas and invention had alarge role to play. | was writing
this draft to find a story, to create aworld and to do a preliminary investigation of a
thought experiment. As yet my world isonly partially created, my investigation is still

ongoing and parts of my story remain hidden.

This exegesis attempts to describe the nature of my thought experiment and the
nature of science fiction in relation to my story, my process and the challenges | have
faced. | will also belooking at some of the themes and ideas in the story and placing
them in a context with other science fiction and young adult literature. Although the
exegesis may make my story seem weighty and serious, my intention is merely to tell a
story for young adults. | hope the story will have some lightness because the writing felt
as though it came not just from the intellect but also from the subconscious adol escent

aive still inside of me.
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What is science fiction?
Science fiction is known as speculative fiction. Not necessarily possessing a distinctive

set of descriptors, works can often identify with various other genres but James and
Mendlesohn (2003, p.4) in The Cambridge Companion to Science Fiction, say science
fiction differs primarily from mainstream novelsin that the hero of the story in science
fiction is not a character but an idea. They call it the “what if.” Le Guin (1980, p. xii)
calsit a“thought experiment.” Tuttle (2005, p.19) describes sciencefiction as a
“literature of ideas' characterised by plot driven stories which are striving for
originality. But, she says, science fiction readers a'so want “... to be challenged
intellectually, made to think about things which are far outside the bounds of ordinary
life.” (p. 19)

Bradbury (1996, p.103) writes of science fiction: “What’ s in those books that makes
them asirresistible as Cracker Jack?” The History of Ideas.” Apart from the intellectual
appeal of the idea, he says that science fiction should a so inspire a sense of wonder,
some sort of ‘“Wow!” James and Mendlesohn (2003) agree, saying that the intellectual
heart of science fiction is the idea but the emotional heart is the sense of wonder.

Technology is always a major player - some new use of technology or some exploration
of aplace or time or situation which may have been arrived at by some form of
technology.

Le Guin (1980, p. xvi) says:

All fiction is metaphor. Science fiction is metaphor. What sets it apart from
older forms of fiction seems to be its use of new metaphors, drawn from
certain great dominants of our contemporary life - science, al the sciences,
and technology, and the relativistic and the historical outlook, among them.
Space travel is one of those metaphors; so is an alternative society, an

alternative biology; the future is another; the future, in fiction, is a metaphor.

(p. xvi)

Sciencefiction is specul ative, inventive and descriptive and writers need a problem
solving approach. Firstly, thereisa”what if”, next, the creation of anew world, either
plucked from elsewhere in the galaxy or using the Earth, examined afresh somewhere
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else on the space-time continuum. The writer describes the new world and the physical,
social, technological, biological or ecological forces acting upon it and speculates about
the consequences of those forces, their impact and what the human response will be.
The created world is expected to be different in some distinctive way, to our everyday
world. Card (1990, p.20) says ‘...Speculative fiction by definition is geared towards an
audience that wants strangeness... that wants to spend time in worlds that absolutely are

not like the observable world around them.’

In science fiction, characters exist not just as vehicles for story, but to illustrate how
external processes have impacted on humanity and how humans have changed to
accommodate them. Most mainstream novels tend to involve themselves with internal
processes of the character, the power of emotion and psyche, and how individuals are
thus motivated to act in relation to their social and physical environments. Science
fiction takes awider view as Card (1990, p. 61) implies, when he says, ‘ Speculative
fiction is not an escape from the real world.....Speculative fiction instead provides alens
to view the real world better ...” (my italics). As Le Guin (1980) implies above, science
fiction uses the metaphors drawn from technology and the sciences, in invented places

and other times to say something about the world in which we live now.

In his 1965 novel Dune, Herbert (1984) describes a desert world in which peopleride
giant sandworms and where the currency is afuture predicting drug called spice, or
melange. He was inspired by the new science of ecology, a concept newly reflected in
the scientific discourse of the sixties with books such as Silent Spring (Carson, 1962)
and with James Lovelock’s Gaia hypothesis from the sixties in which he postul ated that
the planet Earth acted as a self regulating, living entity. (Lovelock, 1991)

Le Guin's 1960 story, The Left Hand of Darkness (Le Guin, 1980) describes people
who are mostly genderless other than in periods when they come into kemmer, similarly
to the way dogs come on heat. Only in the period of kemmer do they have sexual
organs and these may be either male or female and can change over a person’s lifetime.
This novel illustrated how powerful concepts of gender were; that gender was central to
the way humanity structured itself and to the way people behaved. It reflected the

beginnings of the sixties feminist movement, questioning the way gendered structures



AUT Master of Creative Writing

The Cystmaster ©Kathryn Ngapo 2010

were taken for granted and experimenting with what would happen if they were
changed.

The emotive response to these two stories came primarily because readers had been
excited and moved by ideas, imagination and invention. The stories rang true because
humans were depicted in ways congruent with our general understanding of humanity,
thus the stories were believable and meaningful.

Historically in science fiction, atension has existed between Utopia and Dystopia.
Robinson (1992, 1993, 1995), in his Mars series combines an ecological, sociological,
technological approach and has written what one front cover reviewer called, a‘future
history’ of the colonisation of Mars. In a2007 talk, Robinson said that it was important
that science fiction writers maintained ‘...pessimism of the intellect and an optimism of
thewill.” (Robinson, 2007). He said we owed it to our children. His writing resurrects a
utopian trend in science fiction which was evident in the sixties and seventies. Later, the
cyberpunk movement which appeared in the eighties tended to reflect the ideologies of
the right (Baccolini, 2004) and works from that period such as Neuromancer (Gibson,
1984) contained a blend of cynicism, high tech and dystopian outcomes. By contrast,
Robinson presents the pitfalls of modern technology, the modern way of life, and the
ecological degradation which could lead to Dystopia, then uses science and the human
will to save us. He issues both the warning and then the solutions for the future aluded

to by Herbert earlier in this exegesis.

James and Mendlesohn (2003, p.170) write: ‘ If SF were an education scheme, the report
card for the human race would always read | could do better.’

Many science fiction writers believe this and it is the motivation for the direction taken
intheir stories, asitisin my own. A common theme, is that humans as a race need to
be saved from themselves, as though we are flawed and our tendency is awaysto
destroy. Gray (2003, p.182) quotes Bertrand Russell: ‘1 had supposed that most people
liked money better than anything else, but | discovered that they like destruction even
better.’

Some science fiction writers, and | am one of these, want a saved world and strive for a

more utopian vision. Others, such as Gibson in Neuromancer or Huxley in Brave New

10
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World prefer to describe Dystopia. In reality, many science fiction stories exist on what
could be described as a cycle or continuum in which the stories may be sited closer to
Utopiaor closer to Dystopia. They may be further classified as either heading towards
Utopia or away from Utopia. Thus in stories such as Hyperion (Simmons, 2004), the
worlds exist in a chaotic and dystopian state but Simmons chooses to put in place
technology and people that will saveit. By contrast, in The Saga of the Exiles (May,
1981, 1982, 1983, 1984) the world has been saved and isin a sense utopian but a
segment of the population wish to escape this particular Utopia and opt for amore
chaotic, dystopian existence.

Baccolini (2004, p.520) says science fiction asagenre hasan *...oppositiona and
critical potential...” implying that science fiction, by its nature, can illustrate and
criticise political and socially constructed ideol ogies. Baccolini suggests women science
fiction writers may particularly want to explore and criticise notions and practises which
are detrimental to women. She also regards science fiction as a potentially subversive
genre, quoting Marc Angenot in Parrinder (1980, p. 46) who said science fiction
“...occupies the space outside the literary enclosure, as aforbidden, taboo, and perhaps
degraded product — held at bay and yet rich in themes and obsessions which are
repressed in high culture.” (Baccolini, 2004, p. 519) Some novels, such as Brave New
World, 1984 and The Left Hand of Darkness have occupied prominent positions in

literary circles. Generally however, sciencefiction is seen as alesser literary form.

The young adult novel
The Cystmaster isamed primarily at a young adult audience, which includes readers

from around 12-21 years (Wikipedia). With time to read and being lessfixed in their
tastes, this age group tends to enjoy an eclectic range of stories. As ateenager | read
hundreds of young adult stories as well asfiction for adults. | was seeking
entertainment, and lacked the opportunity to experience the world more directly. Y oung
adults are often idealistic and searching for identity amidst stories which provoke social
commentary and which inform their own values system. Thus, they gain alife view
different to their parents’ one, and at atime when they are challenging parental
authority. Through young adult books especially, they gain emotional connection to

11
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othersinvolved in issues they themselves are confronting - such as sexuality, drug use
or loss of a parent through divorce or death. (Wikipedia)

I questioned whether the story and themes of The Cystmaster suited young adults,
which inspired me to attend a session at the Auckland 2009 Readers and Writers
Festival. Mal Peet, Tobin Anderson and Kate De Goldi were talking about young adult
literature. De Goldi was winner of The New Zeaand Post ‘Book of the Year’ for The
10PM Question. Anderson had won the American ‘National Book Award’ for The
Astonishing Life of Octavian Nothing Traitor to the Nation and Peet, the Carnegie
Medal for Tamar, both of which were fictional stories based on historical events.
Octavian Nothing was about slavery and scientific experimentation on humansin 18"
century America. Tamar was about betrayal and secret agentsin Holland in WWII,
more than half of the book dealing with the story of the adult spies with no reference to
the young adult age group. | read these books trying to understand | atest trends in young
adult writing. Only De Goldi’ s would be conventionally regarded as young adult, at 250
pages, with a teenage protagonist and a family setting. Tamar was long at 430 pages
and Octavian Nothing long at 350 pages and volume 1 of a series.

All three authors thought books for young adults should say something worthwhile,
maintaining that young adult tastes are not confined only to stories such as the vampire
romance, Twilight series (Meyer, 2005) or the exciting wizardry of good versus evil in
Harry Potter (Rowling,1997) , both of which | had quite enjoyed. These |ast two series
also clock up the pages and a conventional wisdom stating that young adult novels
should be shorter, does not apply.

Anderson also talked about how young adults had traditionally read “adult” authors
such as Shakespeare and Jane Austen. Anderson had been frustrated as an adolescent, at
the lack of modern, thought provoking books for young adults and that helped inspire
the content and themes in his own writing.

In relation to my own story, our environment, the future world, global warming and
nuclear war, are issues that a young adult may need to confront. The coming of age,
love story between the teenage main characters, lessaand Lexi also speaks to ayoung
adult audience as do parts of the plot dealing with parent-child relationships.

Good young adult novels tend to flow lightly and clearly and to speak from the heart in
some way. | recently reread | Heard the Owl Call My Name which | had borrowed from

12
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the young adult section of the library as ateenager. About ayoung, terminally ill priest,
ministering to an Indian community in Canada, novella size, the plot moves lightly but
manages nevertheless to touch the heart.

The fantasy, Lord of the Rings, (Tolkien, 1987) enjoying ongoing popularity since the
1950s within the young adult age group, tells an exciting tale and describes amoral
journey of the spirit. It has endured because it deals with deeply rooted human values,
good versus evil, courage and tenacity, loyalty, spirit and freedom versus slavery to a
demigod. The characters in Lord of the Rings make sacrifices for the common good. The
Cystmaster in comparison to these two stories also espouses values such as loyalty and
freedom, courage and tenacity however The Cystmaster plot moves ponderously - its
main failing in terms of a young adult novel. It needs further editing and an injection of

excitement and tension.

Science fiction has multilevel demands of scene setting, theme, plot, characterisation,
world building, science, imagination to achieve awow factor. Somehow, they all have
to tie in together and that takes time. Robinson took nine years to write his Mars series
and Herbert five years to write Dune. Keneally defines a process of “louvering” when
writing each new draft of his novels, referring to the way he edits and layers in meaning,
exposing new levels of story at each successive rewrite. (Woolfe and Grenville, 1993)
The Cystmaster will benefit from this approach hopefully achieving more depth and the

pace and lightness of touch more suited to a young adult audience.

The Story
Robinson (2007) said that one person can change history, the starting point for my

thought experiment in The Cystmaster. | said, “What if avery rich man, highly
intuitive, successful and ethical, believed that an all out, nuclear war would actually
happen? What if he decided to put in place people, strategies, resources and technol ogy
which would allow Earth and the remaining plants, animals and people to have some
chance of survival? What if he was successful? What would that ook like?” Although
not amain character in this story, Michael van Thorson instigated the birth of the new
Earth in The Cystmaster and is amajor influence on my created world. The way events
from the past influence the future, has relevance in this novel.

13
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Tuttle (2005, p.19) advises the science fiction writer to ask the following questions:
“What isit that makes us human?
How might future technology change the world and our relationship to it and to each
other?

How could society be redesigned to make life more fair?”’

| attempted to answer those questions. Firstly, | had avision of people swimming and
working in the sea, growing and harvesting cysts, the air filled bladders from giant kelp.
They were swimming fast, like dolphins and seals - being ‘fluid’. Hard on the heels of
that vision was the idea of a mother raising her child in anuclear fallout shelter, 300
years in the future. The mother would die and the child, aboy called Lexi, would
psychicaly “farspeak”, calling for rescue. He would be taken to Aotearoa where he
would grow up to be a cystmaster, an expert at growing the giant kelp which is now the

main structural resource of the new Earth.

| speculated about what that Earth might be like 300 years in the future, describing
Lexi’slife as he grew older. In this sense my story fits the “stranger comes to town”
category, like Anne of Green Gables or perhaps Anne Holm’s children’s classic | am
David (1977). Like them, The Cystmaster is also a story about an “orphaned” child, an
outsider, seeking a sense of home and belonging, a sense of hisown identity. That is
one of the themes. It aso allows me to describe the world through an outsider’ s eyes.

The story is also about love in avariety of different forms. Romantic love, and here it
again mirrors Anne of Green Gables, as lessa, Lexi’s childhood enemy, becomes the
person he loves when he' s older. Love of the Earth, of plants and animals and landscape
is also fundamental to The Cystmaster as humanity struggles to regrow a flourishing,
wild world. The story is also about the way parents love their children. In all of these
aspects it has some affinity with Anne of Green Gables. However the landscape of the
new Earth isavery different one and so the society and culture of the place call forth a

very different story.

Le Guin (1980) talks above about the use of metaphor in science fiction *...drawn from
certain great dominants of our contemporary life science.” | chose to use four dominants

14
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of contemporary science: nuclear war and globa warming which set the scene in 2061
when the war ailmost ended life on Earth; and genetic engineering and ecology on new
Earth, 300 yearsin the future. | am attempting to write ecological sciencefiction, in the
vein of Herbert’s Dune, Ursula Le Guin in The Left Hand of Darkness or Kim Stanley
Robinson in his Mars series. | want the biological and physical environment of the new
Earth, including radioactivity and the higher sealevels of globa warming to actively

dictate the society, culture and actions of the people in the story.

Genetic engineering is at the forefront. This evolved because of the young adult
audience and having a child as the main protagonist. Adolescents (adols) in the story
are growing up in alow radiation area and are milked for their genes, which along with
food and structural cyst technology, are given away and shared, used as currency on
new Earth to ensure world peace. Orphans and embryos are part of that currency as well
as eggs and sperm. A new morality has developed and children’ s lives are structured to
allow them to fulfil the gene donor role when they are older.

In some ways, this resembles stories such as Atwood’ s feminist science fiction novel,
The Handmaid’'s Tale (1985). Atwood imagines and describes Dystopiain aworld
based on hierarchies, a cold malelogic, unequal power structures and the unequal status
of women. The events depicted seem chilling although Baccolini (2004) says that this
novel and other women’ s dystopian novels by ‘...resisting closure, alow readers and
protagonists to hope: the ambiguous open endings maintain the utopian impulse within
thework.” McCarthy (2006) achieves hope in the open ending to The Road, in asimilar
way. By contrast, the tone in The Cystmaster is meant to be pragmatic but also alittle
unsettling. The reader is meant to feel uncomfortable but also to understand why. The
genera impulse is utopian. To make a better world, this has to happen and that is
almost, but not quite, worthwhile compensation.

Baccolini (2004, p.520) says:

‘..Women's science fiction novels have contributed to the exploration and
subsequent breakdown of certainties and universalist assumptions — those
damaging stereotypes - about gendered identities by addressing in a
dialectica engagement with tradition, themes such as the representation of
women and their bodies, reproduction and sexuality...’

15
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Women in The Handmaid' s Tale have no control over their reproductive function;
neither do adolescents in The Cystmaster. This reflects an historical trend towards the
objectification (scientific and social) not just of women’s bodies but aso of the
reproductive process and the reality of falling fertility and reproductive ratesin our
world. In the dystopian movie Children of Men, (Abraham, Bliss, Newman, Shor, Smith,
Smith, and Cuaron, 2006) zero fertility results in world wide desperation as childless
humans literally lose all hope for afuture. Likewise, in The Handmaid's Tale, fertility
islow and desperate measures are taken. Atwood has an hierarchical, male dominated
society dictating solutions and rules - reflecting something evil in the heart of men. In
The Cystmaster, radiation is the enemy -controlling peopl€e slives, impartial and
unselective, affecting everyone. Genemasters and genetic engineers are merely a
technological response to thisforce. The new Earth is attempting to be egalitarian,
ensuring that all people have the necessary basics. shelter, clean air, food, water and
yes, children. The basic premise of this society is about equity and equality. It is not
ethically pure.

The ldeas
Science fiction writers tend to play with similar ideas. Card (1990) says:

If enough of us like your story, we'll accept your boundary as the true one
and plant a few stories of our own in your new found land. It’s the best gift
we can give each other. We're al of us harvesting crops in the land opened

up by the pioneersin our field... p.24

He refers here to the boundaries constituting science fiction, and also perhaps to the
original ideas, which are then recycled and experimented with in other writers' stories.
In The Cystmaster | had my own “what if” idea. | imagined my sea cyst colonies
although | know that Simmons (2004) briefly mentioned kelp farms and dolphinsin the
Hyperion books. | imagined tunnels and domes, although | know they exist in other
science fiction. | also actively adapted ideas from other writers in order to problem-
solve eventsin my story. The nanocu and the uses of nanotechnology came from Peter

F. Hamilton (1997) and his Night’s Dawn trilogy. Psycho-senses and redactors and

16
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farsensors came from authors like McCaffery (1987) in To Ride Pegasus, May (1981,
1982, 1983, 1984) from The Saga of the Exiles, Butler (1978) from Mind of My Mind
and Asimov (1983, 1984) from his Foundation series. Although | haven’'t written about
boats in any detail, | have in mind visions of them from the movie Waterworld (Costner,
Gordon & Davis, 2002) and from Oracle’s 2010 America’ s Cup tri-maran and Alinghi’s
catamaran.

Cormac McCarthy’s The Road (2006) was influential in terms of the love he depictsin
his father/child relationship and in the bleakness of hisworld. | was endeavouring to
write a story in which the world was saved. Hisworld provided impetus to offer
something more hopeful 300 years down the track and the vision of hisworld as the real

beginning to my story was helpful and anchoring.

The other author who was especially influential was Kim Stanley Robinson (1992,
1993, 1995) and his Mars series and the concept of terraforming. If we could terraform
Mars, why couldn’t we re-terraform Earth? One very rich man can make a difference in
the Marstrilogy, my story issimilar. The original spaceship to Mars had genetic
material and this was used to create children and other organisms. My story aso has
stores of genetic material, essential to the reestablishment of biologica life and what
Nijhuis (2008) refers to as the redesign of habitats and assisted migration of species. In
the way that the Mars trilogy tends to be utopian, | want my story to be utopian.
Robinson al so amasses various sciences to make his story real and authentic. 1t may
take another year or two, but my final step will be to make the sciencein The
Cystmaster inventive and realistic.

Themes
The Cystmaster was structured around some key themes: the ethics of using various

technologies, love, loyalty, the tension between Utopia and Dystopia, the need for
natural wildness, finding your own identity. Some of these themes interact on the

Utopia Dystopia continuum.

Initialy, the effects of nuclear war and global warming were planned themes. |
imagined the story having asimilar structure to The Sparrow (Russell, 1998) or Tamar

17
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(Peet, 2006) in which two different but related stories alternate, covering two time
periods. We learn the past and present in tandem and they finally come together at the
end of the story. | wanted to tell the story of avery rich man, Michael, immediately
following anuclear war in the year 2061 and | wanted to tell Lexi’ s story, 300 yearsin
the future; showing how the decisions (and sacrifices) made by Michadl, in effect saved
humanity and created a new Earth where humanity’ s goal was to remake the world like
Eden. That story would have had the effects of nuclear war and global warming as a
theme and it would have provided more action, drama and tension, however the original
idea was too ambitious for meto attempt. Only the future Lexi story has been
developed. Later, | would like to experiment with the original idea but it may be that the
current story warrants a more sustained treatment and the Michael story will work best

as asub-plot.

As mentioned above, finding one' s own identity is atheme of The Cystmaster, both in
the more conventional sense where people work out who they are by a process of living
life and also in the genetic engineering sense. Characters such as lessa and her father
Maika have been engineered with animal genes. They need to find and understand the
differences those genes have caused, in order to rediscover in themselves a concept of
normal humanity.

Many children in new Earth have come from donated sperm or eggs like my
protagonist, Lexi, or from both as a donated embryo. Children may want to know the
identity of the donors, especialy if they are orphans, knowledge which is retained by
genemasters -the gatekeepers of information about peopl€ s true genetic identity.

Lovein many different formsis atheme: romantic love, love for the Earth, parental love
especially so. Theway children are treated in The Cystmaster is a metaphor for the way
our society treats children. In the story, many children have happy, active lives but they
are also raised to fill the particular roles the society needs and values. Trained from an
early age and given skills to help them do this, they have little opportunity for escape.
They are, in essence, commodities and currency. Their parents similarly channelled,
sometimes put their society given role before that of loving parent. To various extents
the parents sacrifice relationships with their children and in some cases the children

themsdlves.
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Linked to loveisloyalty. Marco, Lexi and hisfriend Alo are meant to exemplify this

quality to various degrees as is the relationship of the dolphin to Lara and lessa.

The ethics around the use of technology, the need for natural wildness and the tension

between Utopia and Dystopia are interacting themes. Jameson (2005, p. xii) states:

The Utopians not only offer to conceive of such aternate systems; Utopian
form is itself a representational meditation on radical difference, radica
otherness, and on the systemic nature of the social totality, to the point where
one cannot imagine any fundamental change in our social existence which

has not first thrown off Utopian visions like so many sparks from a comet.

Imagining something radically, amost unbelievably different or having radical change
which isaiming to make the world better in a true sense, is perhaps the hallmark of the
utopian world in science fiction. In the unwritten, historical back story to The
Cystmaster, Michael has a utopian vision, taking the only advantage from nuclear war,
the end of the old order, and replacing old ideas with aradically different way forward
for humanity. In doing so, he puts in place dystopian strategies such as the viruses,
genetic engineering and the nanocu. The tension between Dystopia and Utopiain The
Cystmaster comes from the utopian ends versus the sometimes dystopian means.
Michael imagines remaking the world “like Eden” in order to save the Earth and in the
hope of amore natural, peaceful existence for humanity and the other life forms on the

planet.

Jameson (2005), in Archaeologies of the Future, says that the concept of Utopiaisa
fluid one changing with the ideologies of the times. He says older Marxist traditions
“...characterised Utopianism as an idealism deeply and structurally averse to the
political assuch...” (p. xi) and talks about “...the force of More's original Utopian
starting point...the thought of abolishing money and private property...” (p. 229). These
concepts are integral to my version of Utopiawhich is characterised by minimal,
centralised politics and by abundant cultural diversity as each colony createsits own

rules and culture. The new Earth isasort of cooperative, peaceful anarchy which has
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been bought at some cost, and is paid for by the free sharing of food and healthy genetic
material. It's possibly similar to Le Guin’s anarchy in the Dispossessed (1974), in which
she‘...looks into the mechanisms that may be developed by an anarchistic society...” but
also the dangers inherent in such a society *...without the continuation of revolutionary
ideology’. (Wikipedia). In alesser way, the tension between technology and ethics,
especially the ethics around genetic manipulation and the roles of children, creates
similar dangersin The Cystmaster. The story also illustrates the importance of natural
wildness which exists in a sort of mythical, spiritual way in opposition to the necessity
of fulfilling rolesin society, something which if pursued too far, can resultin a
dystopian sort of crazy wildness.

Jameson (2005, p.275) cites a passage in Le Guin’s The Dispossessed, where the
protagonist Shevek is beaten unconscious, stating that Le Guin didn’t eschew violence
as such, as part of Utopia but the institutionalization of violence. In The Cystmaster the
children are physically very rough with each other. More than one person saysthat life
istough in the sea cyst zones, as though this fighting and toughening up is necessary for
their survival once children start working the cysts.

The original 2061 war happensin atime when people are imprisoned for individual
violence and yet a small number of military elite in asmall number of nations, legally
have the power to eliminate humanity. Humans accept that craziness. That isthe true
hypocrisy concerning violence, a dystopian scenario and an accurate analogy of the
world today, although it does not face yet the pressures of an extrafifty years of global
warming. Broome (2008) says the current ethics around global warming run contrary to
the methods of measuring economic cost. Depending on which economist’ s formulae
are used, governments will receive differing advice and act accordingly, yet thisislike
watching your child drowning and refusing to take action until a global positioning
system gives you instructions to move. Another dystopian scenario.

So the children in The Cystmaster are rough, violent and think for themselves. As
adolescents (adols) lessa exhibits wildness and Lexi a pragmatic thoughtful ness. Both
have grown into tenacious, capable, highly talented characters and neither exhibits
mindless obedience. They won't allow another war. By contrast, the 1930's classic

Brave New World (Huxley, 1979) is dystopian science fiction and almost everyoneis
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social castes, people are trained to like their “unescapable”’ socia destiny. They lack
wildness and freedom and most don’t even aspire to it. There is a passage where the
savage says,
‘But | like the inconveniences.’
‘Wedon't,” said the Controller. ‘We prefer to do things comfortably.’
‘But | don't want comfort. | want God, | want poetry, | want real danger, | want
freedom, | want goodness. | want sin.”  (p. 192)

Jay Griffiths (2006) says in her book Wild:

I was, in fact, homesick for wildness, and when | found it | knew how
intimately — how resonantly — | belonged here. We are charged with this. All
of us. For the human spirit has a primal allegiance to wildness, to redly live,
to snatch the fruit and suck it, to spill the juice. We may think we are
domesticated but we are not.”

(p-2)

Natural wildnessis expressed in the sea, land, plants and wildlife and in the animal
wildness inside of people, part of Jung’s ancient collective unconscious. When the great
white shark kills Lara or the stingray jabs Maika, it is natura wildness. The dolphins
represent natural wildness. All are either an impartial force of nature at work or possibly
even, nature with an agenda. The rivers are a metaphor for life — the wildness and force
of thefirst river and fallsin the story reverberating in peopl€ s consciousness —a huge
surge of life. Later, other rivers are connected with love, flowing into an ocean of life
which nurtures and provides shelter for the whole world. Maika needs access to
wildnessin order to be ‘cured’ and so to a certain extent, does lessa. The new Earth

requires that people be too good, for too long.

In Brave New World, Huxley asks, what if we mass produce people so that society will
be served in the most orderly and efficient way possible and what if we condition them
to actualy like their ‘unescapable’ social destiny? In The Cystmaster, many children
are created from collected genetic material. Adults have a miniature computer, a

nanocu, implanted in their brains and used in all aspects of their lives. It regularly shows
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them the history of the Earth, before, during and after the 2061 war, thus inspiring and
conditioning them to work for arejuvenated Earth. However, in The Cystmaster,
society is not hierarchical, people don’t work to enhance the lives of a structural elite as
happens in Brave New World. Instead, their role is shared with al people. They accept it
because of acommon history and the effects of what went before.

Working in the Genre of Science Fiction — My Process
Asimov (1987) said that the predictive role of sciencefiction is proving itself over time.

Ideas from earlier science fiction (such as the invention of the atom bomb) have been
shown to come true. Gibson’s concept of cyberspace in Neuromancer (1984) is another
example of thisasis Huxley’ s depiction of the commoditization of people slivesin
Brave New World in ametaphorical sense. It’s as though science fiction writers
sometimes write future histories. The corollary, is that science fiction needs to seem

plausible.

The Cystmaster world is as yet only partialy realised but my goal wasto try to make it
seem real, consistent and natural. My first step was to imagine a philosophy and a
history linked to the philosophy going back to Einstein and statements he made about
humanity. What chiefly interested me, was his vision (similar to Bertrand Russell) that
human hearts were flawed, and that new technology was moving ahead of the guiding

morality and values system that would have rendered that technology safer to use.

| tried to imagine Earth inundated by the waters of global warming. All sorts of marine
farming would be encouraged. There would be a significant lack of terrestrial resources
—basic ones such as land, food, water, shelter as well as the recently traditional ones of
fuel and metal ores. There would be the overwhelming stress of a growing world
population, an unfair hierarchy of power and resource use, and conflict over this. These
provided the conditions to trigger the collapse of a society (Diamond, 1997) and thus a
full blown nuclear war ensued; a cleansing, purging force which left avoid into which a

new morality and socia order could gain some sort of ascendency.
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Gray (2002, p.180) says,” If you want to understand twenty-first century wars... Future
wars will be fought over dwindling natural resources.’” Attali (2009) agrees and also
implicates religion and the North-South gap, stating as well:

Humanity, which since the sixties has possessed the ability to commit
collective suicide, might well use them (weapons)... a worse case scenario,
but nothing is impossible here: man's tragedy is that when he can do
something, in the end he will dwaysdo it. (p-253)

According to Lynas (2004, 2007), alikely outcome of global warming will be
accelerated melt of Himalayan glaciers and severe water shortages for Pakistan and
Indiain the latter half of this century. The 2061 war in The Cystmaster, begins as
Pakistan and Indiavie for water rights over the Chenab River. The reasons for the war,

and thus the beginning of my story, are plausible.

Asfor plausibility in the rest of the story, | have aimed to make my characters
believable, to provide convincing settings and alogical plot athough as yet there are
still aspects of that which may be confusing. Hopefully the technologies | use seem

credible but research is required regarding the science.

Recreating the world —researching and imagining the new Earth and then describing it,
isdifficult. It isallowable in science fiction to dump information and in general, stories
require this to background the created world. Various methods exist — straight dump,
diaries, quotes from invented “historical” works or religious texts as Herbert did in
Dune. Le Guin in The Left Hand of Darkness inserts reports from official envoys and
other government representatives, as well as folk legends, between chapters. My long
term revision will include presenting information in a pal atable way. It requires thought
and finesse. Currently, information and dumps stop the flow of the story. The prologue
is one such dump. Various experts agree prologues are ano-no. till, | have put onein
and taken it out several times and finally chosen to use it to introduce Michael and the
historical setting right at the beginning. Part 2, Rescue is essentially another dump,
existing primarily to provide backstory and introduce characters. Some of this

information needs incorporating into the story elsewhere.
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Another difficult aspect, is having the idea as the hero. How do you make a story with
good characterisation when you aso have to fully present your idea?

James and Mendlesohn (2003) say:

It is often said that sf is a genre devoid of convincing characterisation.
Whether or not they have the skill, sf writers do not have the space for deep
and studied character development, because they are bound to foreground the
imagined world, the action-adventure and the gadgets. (p-171)

My idearequired afairly extensive cast, severa settings. | lacked time to integrate
properly the people story with the science. In asense | was avisitor to my created world,
discovering it but not yet able to interpret all that goes on there. The whole story is yet to
come to fruition. It also needs more good science, more gadgets and technology, more
that inspires a sense of wonder. They must wait because | need time to think them up
and anyway having imagined them, what to call them? The invented lexicon in science
fiction is yet another brain stretching exercise. My greatest dissatisfaction though,
related to this, is that my story currently straddles a fence somewhere between ordinary
character novel and ‘authentic’ science fiction. The Sparrow, (Russell, 1997) although

well written, dissatisfied me for similar reasons.

From the craft side, | had trouble with point of view, characterisation, and the natural
passing of time and how to speed that up in places. Lexi ages from six to sixteen. Which
to show of those intervening years? Who will show it? | used a variable third person
point of view but found it tricky, especially when Lexi was a young child. Emotional
distance was also a problem. Some characters spoke close to the heart but Lexi always

seemed distant after the initial scenesin Owai.

| needed to build enmity between Lexi and lessain their childhood whilst still achieving
agrudging and hidden respect. As well scenes needed to describe places and situations
which were major events. | began to realise what | needed to show (and it was still
vague) when | was halfway through the story. Scenes still need to be added. Others need
removing. Some sections are bulky and thus boring. King (2001) advises editing as
much as possible and then removing another ten percent - good advice, but | have no

time left to make the right judgement calls. Related to this, plot is an issue. My story is
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situational, this happened thus causing that. There are complications and possibly alack
of clarity in some areas, where things may seem confusing or still unexplained. | would
like to intensify the semi-political, power struggle between the genemasters and the
genetic engineers and the effect this has on the adols. | would also like alittle more

humour.

In places, | hint at spiritualism, alittle bit of magical realism, sniff of adifferent sort of
genre; not necessarily agood ideafor a science fiction, young adult audience who might
like their science fiction pure, but those scenes wanted to be written and | like them.
Rowling (1997) did a bit of the same sort of crossover with the Harry Potter stories.

On alarger scale, Hamilton (1996, 1998, 1999) has done the same with his space opera,
Night's Dawn trilogy.

The Cystmaster has something to say and my conscious mind needs more time to fully
understand what that something is. However, it isonly afirst draft and | ook forward to

having space from the manuscript so that | can see it more objectively.

Conclusion
The Cystmaster is utopian science fiction which attemptsto illustrate a possible ‘ what

if’, the survival of the Earth after nuclear war, and the new sort of society which has
developed around the reality of nuclear radiation. Utopiaisasocia construct that by
definition can never be fully realised. It ismerely an ideological destination. The
utopian goal exists against more dystopian realities which manifest in The Cystmaster
as atension between ethics and technology, and the compromises needed to exist in a
radioactive world. Hopefully the more positive aspects override the negative. The
world has survived, people are striving to create a natural, wild world with equity for

all people and thisis now the accepted way of life.

The Cystmaster is also acoming of age, love story for young adults and thisis the
main vehicle for the plot. It is hopeful in this sense. The story also works as allegory,
illustrating the way parents can choose if they so desire, to prioritise the role of loving
parent above the roles allocated by society. In the story, lessalives the dream; she gets
her father Maika back from the ‘dead’ and he has a chance to redeem himself as a

father. This message is a hopeful one for children and adolescents.
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Although The Cystmaster is still at an experimental stage, it isworking well as afirst
draft of a young adult novel and also in the initial exploration of ideas, as a thought
experiment. The final words in this exegesis can go to Chad Oliver (1981, p.387) in
Coallins (2003, p. 193). Thisis the world my thought experiment has as its utopian
goal.

The Earth of tomorrow need not be the Earth of today. It does not have to
be a plastic anthill smothered in auniform culture. It will be technologically
possible and the record shows that we have a considerable aptitude for
dealing with technological problems.... We could have a green Earth again,
an Earth free of pollution, an Earth that could be the setting for a thousand
experimenta lifeways. We could have an Earth on which we recognized
our identity as a species, an Earth where racism and mad wars of self-
destruction could not exist.
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THE CYSTMASTER 1 - The Tunnel Boy

By Kathryn Ngapo
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Prologue

Aotearoa, New Zealand, 2061
Michael

The lodge was by ariver.

When the group had their breaks from the conference room they would hear the
fallsand the roar of theriver asit tumbled through the gorge. Some of them would go
outside into the cool air and continue their conversations walking on the stone paths
that ran through the tall trees surrounding the main building. It seemed natural to
discuss modern plant genetics amidst the five hundred year old podocarps, natural to
discuss the chaotic state of the world order surrounded by pristine nature. More than
one of them said they felt as though they were in a Japanese garden, even though the
rocky outcrops, the textures in the landscape and the artistic fall of leaves, had been
arranged solely by nature.

At every break, a few followed the path which ran to the lookout above the falls.
To stand there, where the roar of the falls made conversation impossible, to see the
intensity and rush of that surge of water, the white force of it breaking over the rocks, to
breathe in the cloud of vapourised moisture that rose fromthe river below, to feel the
thunder of it vibrating the wooden planks of the lookout - it quieted them - triggered
other more peaceful thoughts, or else silenced thinking in favour of the senses.

For two of the afternoon sessions, they went down past the lookout and several
hundred metres along the bank to where natural hot-pools steamed in a ferny cleft
which fed into the river. Salf consciously the first time, they removed the robes supplied
by the lodge and slipped into the warm water. Michael was tanned and fit looking, so
was the African. The others looked white and under-exercised. They discussed the
viruses the first day. The second time they talked about security in the underground
fortifications which housed the gene banks.
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Their discussions took place over four days from the 12" to the 15™ of
September. The year was 2061. Later in history the numerologists would find all sorts

of significance in the dates.

On one of the rest periods, Michael went to his suite and made a call to hiswife
Alicia, in the Sates.

‘It'sgreat down here, he said, ‘but | miss you. Why not fly out with the kids and
we can have a vacation before we move.’

‘Michael,” she said, ’you told me we were moving this week. We' ve already sent
our things up to the mountain. Toby’s gone too - and they say he's pining for us.’

‘That dog would pine for a donut. I’m pining for you.’

‘Oh honey.” She was quiet on the other end of the phone.

He waited and his face reflected back at himin the plate glass window. Why do |
look so desperate, he thought?

‘I"dloveto,” shereplied finally, ‘but isn’t it dangerous right now?" There was
tension in her voice but also a certain wistful longing, a willingness to be convinced.

“No more than usual.” He waited again.

‘OK.’

The breath which he had not noticed he was holding, hissed out of him.

‘I missyou too,” she said. ‘ Get Jessica to organise the jet for tomorrow. It’ll be
interesting. We' ve never been to New Zealand before!’

It seemed right. When the call ended he replaced the receiver with a wry smile
on his face and stood for a minute looking out the window over the emerald green lawn
to the great trunks of the trees and their arching, green foliage. He saw her mouth,
those blue eyes, could almost smell her scent and momentarily was struck by a twist of
longing that made him reach out for the window frame and the feeling of balance it
offered. He sighed. That woman. He was looking forward to seeing the four kids too.

One more day.

Back in the meeting he told them that the family was flying out for a quick
vacation before he returned to the Sates.
Mason, busily shuffling papers, stopped and looked up. ‘Is that wise? he said,

unknowingly echoing Alicia. ‘Do you think it’s safe?
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Michael shrugged. ‘What' s safe these days?’

The others looked at him and he could see that they thought he was doing yet
another crazy thing.

Later , when he asked what they thought of his concept for the genemaster, he
received reluctant agreement.

Fernando, the little genetic engineer from Argentina, took off his glasses and
polished them with one of the folded napkins on the table. ‘I still don’t understand why
we need genemasters when we have all the genetic expertise we're ever likely to need;
he said, putting his glasses back on.

Michael said,” Perhaps expertiseis not all that isrequired.’

A few glanced at him briefly from under lowered lids and then looked away
again. Otherslooked straight ahead or down at the table. The African was the only one
to meet his gaze.

No-one spoke and in the quiet they could just hear the sound of the falls.

Finally Fernando asked, *Who will you get to do it?’

‘I have someone in mind,” Michael said and smiled. ‘| need to ask though. I'll let

you know.’

The others flew out the following day for the Sates and wherever else they came
from and the morning after, Michael met hisfamily off their private jet at the local
airport. Two days later when the war broke out, no-one was left to worry too much
about his whereabouts. They were just one family out of millions of other

simultaneously disappeared families, lost into the face of the Earth.

How and why it started would have been written in books that looked at
thousand year histories but the event which triggered the war, on September 18, in the
year 2061, was the detonation of a 500 kiloton nuclear warhead. Pakistan, desperate
for water rights under the Indus Basin Waters Treaty 3, launched a thermonuclear
device that landed at lunchtime on 37 million people in Mumbai, India. Home to India’s
burgeoning economic empire, the main great soak hole for the nation’ s energy needs, it
was a fitting target, a monument to the electricity God, the great thief that was stealing

the water, stealing life via the Baglihar and a host of other dams on the Chenab River.

34



AUT Master of Creative Writing
The Cystmaster ©Kathryn Ngapo 2010

The great water debate that had raged for decadesin that part of Asia, that had
killed already millions of people in an ongoing war of words and starvation, finally
cameto a head as countries were drawn into a conflagration that was not about
religion or the boundaries of people and nations. It was instead about a long and
terrible drought, the result of an accelerated glacial melt caused by global warming in
the early years of that century and it was about the owner ship of something that
everyone knew ought not to be owned.

The paths of the sacred rivers were ancient, running from high in the Himalayas
through deep gorges and down through the two nation states, irrigating jungle and
desert alike, then down through the plains of the Punjab to the Arabian Sea. The water
meant life. That was the reason it started.

India replied with its own bomb which landed on Karachi and the world held its
breath as diplomats raced to heal the breach.

Into the deathly quiet, Palestine, facing a drought of its own, screamed tyranny
and pointed a finger at Israel and two days later, Israel launched a series of missile
strikes against Iranian and Pakistani nuclear power plants and missile silos. Russian
diplomats flew in for talks. Right now it’s bad they said, but it could get so much worse.
Please think what is at stake before it goes too far.

Nothing could stop it. The first bomb had been like a dive from the high
platform; the whole thing accel erated towards the bottom and the launch of a full blown
war came to seeminevitable; elegantly inevitable to the planners of war, frighteningly
S0 to everyone else. The words of the diplomats fell into the pool of distrust and caused
scarcely a ripple. Peace was a five-letter word. The States took the side of Israel and in
hours, arsenals were launched, blasting white golden yellow from missile silosand in
huge arcing fire-streams erupting out of the blue oceans and the bowels of the nuclear
submarines that lurked there.

Eight days after the first attack by Pakistan the war was mostly over, victor-less
but not victimless. Big chunks of the Northern Hemisphere lay under clouds of
radioactive dust, America the Great was now a radioactive wasteland. Russia was
cloaked in death clouds which drifted over Europe and Asia. China, which had stayed
silent, hoping to avoid the conflict, had suffered nuclear strikes from Russia, India and

the United Sates. The Middle East — once the cradle of much of human culture and
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religion, was now an area of unproductive rubble where radcounters went too far off
the scale for recalibration. Fires burned until they had consumed everything.

Billions died. The sun looked a little dimmer. For a while it was not seen.

It was the beginning of a lingering dullness, a grey cold. Plants turned brown
and withered. The air was poisonous to breathe. Animals starved and people found
them sickened in places they should not be and ate them anyway. The water in therivers
continued to flow, carrying a lode of radioactive toxins and people could no longer
safely drink it, as they could not eat or drink their remorse; the remorse of a species
which had woken to awareness too late. The remor se soaked into the ether.

Don't ever forget.

And they didn’t.
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1-Helenaand Lexi

The Tunnels, Cascade Range, The Northern Wastelands, Former United Sates of
America, Year 2359

The Treasure Hunt

‘Let’s have atreasure hunt,” Helena said.

Y ahoo, atreasure hunt!” yelled Lexi. ‘A treasure hunt! What number?

‘I choose 23.

‘1 choose.... D’

‘16.

‘Race you to the bikes.” Lexi was already running, almost wetting himself with
excitement. They tore down the dimly lit tunnel to where their bikes were propped on
the wall outside the main living area. He leapt on his, flicked on the headlamp and then
went flat out down the tunnel. Helena rang her bell and whizzed past.

They sped past Storage Area 15 and she wasn't too far in front. He could still
run around the storage room pretty fast when they got there. Hisfeet peddled furiously.
Ahead of him in the grey darkness, he saw her get off her bike and a shaft of light lit the
corridor as she ran into the room. He threw his bike down, only 10 metres or so behind
and tore off down a different aisle to beat her to the D section.

11, 12, 13...he counted as he ran past the containers. Helena was running from
the other end of the aisle and he slapped the container labelled 16 when she was just two
steps away.

‘Beat ya,’ he crowed.

‘Darn.’ Helenaruffled his sweaty, dark hair.

They were both half bent over gasping for breath.
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‘I thought | had you that time,” she said when she had finally recovered. ‘Y ou
get to open the box.” She manoeuvred it off the shelf and on to the concrete floor and
handed him the knife. ‘ Be careful .’

The container was a stainless steel, round cornered box about 60 cm sguare.
Around the top there was araised black polymer sea with aridge, and it was this that
Lexi used to guide the knife.

‘Doneit’ he said when he had cut around the entire rim.

‘Good boy.’

Helenaremoved the seal, took atube of lubricant out of her backpack, rubbed
the grease around the ridge and then began to prise the lid, levering each little bit
patiently until the lid popped up. Inside, around the containers contents, there was a
sealed plastic bag. Lexi opened it and then the one underneath. He removed the
desiccant pads, then reached in and took out another plastic bag. He opened it and
pulled out afolded woollen garment.

‘What isit? He passed it to Helena

She held it up, half hat — half something else, she couldn’t think what it was. She
looked at it curiously for amoment and read the label, then said, ‘| remember what this
isnow - it's called abalaclava.’ She put it on and it covered her entire head but he could
still see her face. ‘It sto help keep you warm.’

‘Isit all balaclavas? said Lexi and he rummaged through the container pulling
out plastic bags. When it was al unpacked, they had two men’s woollen jerseys, two
balaclavas, gloves, lots of socks and six pairs of long johns. Everything was much too
big for either of them.

‘Let’s put them back,” said Lexi.

They tidied everything away and Helena said. ‘ The first strawberry got ripe
today. Do you want it?

Lexi’sfacelit up. ‘Suredo.’

‘Race you back to the growing room then.’

They ran out to their bikes, Lexi in front and Helenatried to grab him to slow
him down. She missed and he hopped on and tore off down the tunnel.

‘Lexi, put your light on,” she shouted after him.

His light went on and she called out, ‘I’m gonna beat ya.’
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She pedalled fast, his whoops of excitement echoing back at her from the
concrete walls of the tunnel. Another Sunday, she thought. When she got to the growing
chamber he was waiting patiently by the strawberry plants. She picked the ripe
strawberry and gave it to him. He took a bite and then gave it back.

‘It syours,” she said.

‘It's yourstoo.’

Sherelished her half a strawberry, while he watched her with loving eyes then
she picked him up and hugged him.

‘Delicious, just likeyou. Let’shave lunch.’

But she was thinking. Usually shelet Lexi win. Today she couldn’t stop him.
Anxiety like ahungry beetle gnawed at the fringe of her subconscious. She shook her
head —maybe she just had a Superboy, yes that’s what it was. They had given her a
Superboy.

That afternoon, when he was playing with his blocks in the living room, she
recorded it in her diary.
I think they may have given me a Superboy, Grace. Maybe | have a Superboy.

Helena Setsthe Reflectors

The first ripe strawberry reminded her that she needed to reset the reflectors.
Five nights later when there was afull moon, she unrolled the blackout curtain,
fastened it to the hooks around the lightwell and |eft the note on the bedside table under
the small, round glowlamp.

She moved quietly around the room, putting on her head lamp and pulling on the
under boots. When she was ready she turned the glowlamp to low and shouldered her
pack. Lexi’sdark hair was just visible over the edge of the sheet, and his body was a
round, curled up hump under the covers.

‘Look after him for me, Grace.’

She went out and the double doors flapped soundlessly behind her.
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Sherode slowly in the gentle pool of pale yellow light from the bike lantern and
her headlamp, the sound of wheels turning on the concrete floor, the slight wind of
movement on her face,

It was along curving sweep of tunnel to the main entrance. At the metal door,
she left the bike propped against a buttress and stripped down to her long underwear.
Then taking the adjuster out of her pack, she coded the keypad and the big door opened
into the airlock. She went through and tooled the door shut behind her. Another large
metal door was directly in front and two smaller doors were set into the side wall to her
left. She entered the number, the metal door opened into the outer decom chamber and
when she went in, slid shut silently behind her.

A radiation suit hung on the concrete wall. Boots sat next to it in front of a full
length mirror. She hurried to pull on the suit, tucking in her hair and then adjusting the
bottom ridge on the helmet to fit into the hard groove that ran around the neckline.
Standing in front of the mirror, she matched the connectors — chest and neck and the suit
began to seal and the rebreather hissed on. Plastic tasting air flooded the helmet. She
pulled on the gloves, adjusted the connectors again and they too fused with the suit. The
boots were last - big, heavier than you’ d expect them to be. She pressed the final set of
connectors, the suit sealed and the readout glowed green and ready.

Clipping the adjuster onto one of the attachor loops, she tooled the number into
the last control pad. The shield door opened onto moonlight and the silver-bathed face
of the mountain and she stepped outside. The door clanged shut. A bar of red light came
onin her helmet. She had two hours before the voice would tell her that she was close
to the limit. Two whole hours.

It was aworld of light and shadow, empty of things, full of space. The full moon
shone down, its light reflecting off the white mountain tops that stretched across the
horizon, chains of them running from south to north. Between them, black rivers snaked
through the valleys, boundaries delineating the areas of each range.

She took the track south, climbing slowly, up and around the mountain on her
way to the reflector stage, al her attention on the rough, rubble path. When she wanted
to see the view she stopped and |ooked, then started walking again.

It took twenty one minutes to reach the rotating platform that adjusted the
reflectors. Her breathing rasped inside the helmet and sweat made the suit slick and
sticky. She brushed loose stones and grit off the top of the round, metal cage and
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smoothed away pebbles that might fall into the mechanism when she removed the
cover. Bending over, she spaced her gloved hands evenly on the edge of the cage,
depressed the lever and the cage slid up a half metre on greased, stainless steel tubes.
She took the adjuster, crouched looking for the slot and fit in the key end. When it
engaged she began to crank the handle steady and unhurried, imagining the cogs and
gears inside the mountain, angling the different light reflectors towards the sun.

It was hot work and she took a break. Her eyes were drawn to the full moon and
her throat opened and howled the way Grace had shown her, the way awolf might have
done. The noise echoed in her helmet, loud and confined and she wished she could take
the helmet off and launch her howl right out at the moon, feel it flying off up into the
sky. Let it go full volume, maybe see what wind felt like. Instead, she contented hersel f
with looking - anywhere her eyes wanted to go. Mountain, river, valley, sky. To look
close up at the stones at her feet, at the shadows the moon threw on them, their
randomness of shape, even that was a fascination.

She began to crank the handle again, aware of the red bar in her helmet. By the
time JUNE A dlid under the notched indicator, she was good and hot again and sweating
freely. It was done. She disengaged the adjuster, checked the platform for rocks and
pebbles then depressed the handle, using her weight to push down the cage until it
locked. She tugged to make sure it was properly engaged then checked the red bar.
Forty two minutes had elapsed in total, leaving her with just on seventy.

Turning east, she headed across the slope toward the north side. Every so often
she paused to look at the mountains. After awhile she began to see arough, chewed out
piece in the bottom of the valley which gradually revealed itself as alake. A little later
and she saw the big gouge taken out of the mountain across the valley. A few kilometres
—agulf away. She gazed at the lake, huge and black and glittering, with the round moon
reflected there and the rough, unnatural break in the smooth flanks of the mountain, then
turned for home.

The voice sounded just as she reached the shield door. The red light blinked
while she stood and looked at the mountains. Her breath stilled. Silence. She turned and
tooled in the code. The door slid open and she went in.
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Books

‘Ah Lexi | loveyou.” Shesaid it ten times aday at |east —she hugged him, and
kissed him, she rubbed his back and ruffled his hair.

‘I love you too, Mother.’

Her name was Helena but she liked him to call her Mother asthey did in old
Earth times. When he asked why, she said, why not? Her whole life in the tunnels has
been lived more the old Earth way and anyway, one of her favourite things was hearing
him call her mother.

At night they lay together in bed in an enclosed alcove off the growing chamber.
Helena had scavenged the best of the carpets and rugs to line the concrete walls and on
the floor they had two fabulous Persian rugs. It made the a cove cosier and Helena
fancied it also gaveit alovely, exotic, Aladdin’s cave look. The pipesthat carried
warmth to the plants aso ran under the concrete floor of their room. They needed the
heat al year round.

There were many books from old Earth sealed in the storage containers —
thousands of them and some were children’s books. At night when they were in bed she
read him stories. During the day when the work was done she read more stories. He had
favourites. He loved the Hans Christian Andersen fairytales — especialy ‘ The Little
Mermaid’ but whenever Helenaread it to him, it also made him sad so he didn’t ask for
it often. He also liked books which Helena called * Cowboy and Indian’ stories. Some of
those stories had taken place near where they lived now. It both fascinated and saddened
him to hear this.

Often he asked her to read him the gardening books. The first time he asked for
them she had laughed in a serious sort of way.

“You'll grow up to be agardener little Lexi.’

‘Yes,” he had replied happily. ‘1'd like that.’

Whenever she read a story to him for the first time, shetold him, * Thisis what
the world used to be like Lexi. It isn't like this now.’

He saw whole families, towns filled with cars, houses, schools and factories.
There was always blue sky. People never lived underground. They were always coming

and going, doing things. There were often animals in the stories. Lexi knew that most of
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them no longer existed in the new Earth. He said to Helena often, that Earth was better
then.

She never argued. ‘Yes,” shereplied, ‘it was.’

When there were things he hadn’t seen before, Helena explained so that he could
understand what he was |ooking at.

‘How do you know this? he asked.

‘It'swhat my mother told me when she read me these books,” she said. ‘And her
mother told her and before her there were many mothers and fathers telling these things

to their children. That's how | know.’

Lexi Finds Out About the Colonies

One day that summer of Lexi’s sixth year, while they were tending the plants,
Lexi asked, ‘ Does everyone live the way we do here?
Helenafinished plucking awithered leaf off atomato vine and added it to the
compost bucket.
‘No Lexi. Some people live like us. Most people live in the colonies now.’
Lexi felt her sadness and it surprised him.
‘What are the colonies?
She mindspoke for him, images of the colonies.
-1’1l show you.
Lexi saw round shapes. -What are those?
- They're domes. Plants called strands grow things called cysts- the cysts can be
made into domes. Some are on the sea.and some are on land.
- | didn’t know plants could do that.
- These are sea plants — they’ re different to our plants.
- Why do the domes have that yellow colour?
- I’'m not sure, | know the sea plants have chlorophyll which would make them
green | guess, but | think some other pigment makes them yellow. We'll have to look it

up in abook.
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Most of the domes did have the dightly yellow colour although some were clear.
Under some of the domes Lexi could see many trees and plants.

‘That’s so much plants and trees,” he said, excitedly. ‘I didn’t know Earth till
had treeslike that.’

‘Some places do. We don't and | know that there are lots of places whereit's
just the same as here. Y ou can’t really go outside because there' s too much radiation
and nothing will grow because it’ s too cold.’

‘Mindspeak me some more.’

He saw domes, some were surrounded by plants but often they were in barren
areas.

-Isthat like where we are?

-No. That'sawarm place. It's probably really hot. We're the opposite. Here it's
too cold and the bomb blast was close so there' s way more radiation. We need rock
around us - a cyst dome wouldn’'t work here.

Then she showed him images of the sea domes. He had seen pictures of the sea
before and he couldn’t imagine how the domes could possibly exist there.

-They look so big. How can they stay on the water like that?

-1 wondered that. | don’t understand the sea. All | know isthat the cysts are light
and they’refilled with air. That makes them float on top of the water. There’' s so many,
they support the larger domes even when there’ s hundreds of peoplein them.

‘Have alook at this,” she said, and showed him the underground colonies. There
were many people and the underground living spaces were light filled and airy, very
different to histunnels.

‘They look nice don’t they,” said Helena, watching his face.

‘Have you been to the colonies?

‘No. | saw al of that on an image machine.’

‘Why don’t we livein the colonies? He was looking at her.

Helena plucked off more dead leaves and put them in the compost bucket.

‘That’s agood question and | don’t really have a good answer. Before you were
born, you know I lived here with Grace. Then she died and there was no-one left to ook
after the plants.” She waved her arm at the luxuriant, summer growth surrounding them.

‘Do we stay hereto look after the plants then?

‘YesLexi.
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‘That’s all right then,” he said. * There must always be someone here to look after
the plants.’

He was happy with that answer and when they went back to plucking the dead
leaves off the tomato plants, became totally engrossed in the job, and thenin trying to

find more ripe strawberries.

That night in bed, Helenalay awake thinking long after Lexi had fallen asleep.

Shewrotein her diary —

OK, he'sfinally asked. | knew it had to happen sometime. How old was | when |
asked Grace? | don’t remember and I’ ve forgotten what you told me. Thisis hard. Why

is everything so hard?

Lexi WondersWho HisFather Is

The next day when Helenawoke, Lexi was lying next to her playing with a
strand of her long golden hair, running it gently through his fingers and twirling it over
and over.

‘Hello,” she said. ‘' Did you have a good sleep?

‘Yesl| did.

‘What did you dream about?

‘| dreamt about seals.’

After another minute of twirling he said, ‘Have we still got the image machine?

‘“What image machine?

‘The one you saw the colonies on.’

Ah, she thought, there was an inevitability about al of this. ‘It’s around here
somewhere Lexi, but it’s broken.’

His eyes dropped and she felt his disappointment.

He looked up again. ‘ Have we got another image machine in the storage
containers? he asked hopefully.

‘No. That was the only one. It came from aman | once knew. He visited and

gave me the image machine.’
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Lexi propped himself up on one elbow. ‘Who was that? He couldn’t remember
any visitors.

‘Just aman | once knew.’

For along time Lexi looked at her and didn’t say anything. Then he asked, ‘Was
that man my father?

Helena considered the question awhile and then she said, ‘| guess hewas Lexi.’

‘Show me what he looked like.’

Forgive me Marco, she thought. She opened her mind and he saw atall smiling
man with dark hair. The features were not fully clear —it was almost six years ago —but it
was enough for Lexi.

‘He looks nice. He has brown hair like mine. What was his name?

‘His name was Marco and he was nice,” Helena said lightly. ‘He was here when
you were born and then he stayed for awhile when you were alittle baby.’

‘Why did he leave?

He' s so relentless she thought. She paused before replying. A little bit of alie-
she hadn’t had to lie to Lexi before. She struggled to find some truth.

‘Most people livein the colonies Lexi. That was where hislife was.’

‘Why didn’t he take us with him?

‘He asked, but | didn’t want to go. | felt as though | had to stay here with the
plants.’

His green eyes gazed into her blue ones. He didn’t say anything but she knew he
was thinking and that he was unsure. Finally he said, ‘I like it here with the plants, that’s
all right. But | think I might like to see the colonies too.’

Helenareached out and gently, rhythmically, stroked his cheek with the back of
her hand. ‘1 like it here with the plants too, but | can understand why you’' d like to see
the colonies.’

Why wouldn’t she understand? She felt the same way.

The Tunnds

Their underground complex of tunnels was built in the middle of the 21% century

just before the wars, by a very wealthy man called Michael van Thorson. He had wanted
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the best bomb shelter that money could buy. Helena said to Lexi that the tunnels took
five yearsto build and that other people thought he was crazy to build them.

If you added up all of the different tunnels and joined them together they were
about two and a half kilometres long. Some were straight with different rooms and
storage areas opening off them, others curved through the mountain with steps linking
the different levels.

In the end, four years after the tunnel’ s completion when war did actually break
out, van Thorson was unable to access the complex because a bomb had exploded
nearby. Helenasaid it had been a ground burst, there’ d been no wind and it had been
radioactive enough to fry everything in the area and then some. This was not supposed
to bein the target zone, Helenatold Lexi. She thought that perhaps it had been an
accident. They had never been able to find out what happened.

That left Helena s ancestors and their children. Hereinitially to be caretakers of
the complex, they ended up instead being survivors of the war. Much later the
Genemasters had come and her ancestors had not wanted to |eave the tunnel complex
for the unknown, but they had agreed to have the babies - to be part of the experiment.

The complex was made of mountain stone, reinforced concrete and steel. Parts
of it, the living quarters and growing chamber, were heated by under-floor pipes
running from athermal stream that came from under the mountain.

Theliving areawas full of old, musty furniture and it was impossible to escape
the feeling of dlightly stagnant air and the lack of natural light there. The rooms carved
out of the rock, incorporated curves and were awarm, cream colour. There were
paintings on the walls and beautiful rugs on the wooden floors.

They both enjoyed the paintings, and they had afavourite. It was full of light,
and clean, beautiful colours - a picture of flowers by the artist Monet. The other one that
Helenaredly loved was of five Polynesian women sitting outside on along seat and it
was called ‘ The Market’ by the painter Gauguin. She liked the way there were five
beautiful women —ust think of the conversations they could have, she used to say to
Lexi. She also liked the way that it was a picture of a place that had |ots of sun. The one
Lexi liked was aso of ahot place with lots of sun. There was amountain in the
distance, part of a blue lake, baked dry, golden colours and rocky ground with trees and

houses seeming to grow out of it. Helena called it the Cezanne.
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Further back in the mountain where it was very cold and dry, were the huge
storage areas. Made up of many different rooms, they were full it seemed, of every
imaginable item from the 21% century. It was like Helena and Lexi’s own private
museum of 21% century artefacts. Even after hundreds of years, more than half of the
containers had never been opened.

To Helena, the most important item by far, was the specially prepared
dehydrated food, stored in row after row of metal containers. Protein and carbohydrate
rich - in meal sized, vacuum sealed, aluminium bags wrapped in the usual double plastic
liner inside the containers, she used it sparingly. Miraculoudly, after hundreds of years,
it was till good to eat. There were clothes too, blankets, books, music machines and
instruments, furnishings, toys, paper, paint, oil, medicines, seeds, tools stored similarly
in other containers. A huge underground water cistern was down another tunnel.
Different machines were down another tunnel. They were all hundreds of years old.
Some things didn’t work anymore and others were still good.

The Sunday of the Most Ripe Strawberries

Lexi and Helena spent most of their time in the growing chamber, a suite of
rooms including the main growing room, lit by reflective light shafts which passed
through the mountain to light sinks on the surface. It was the only areain the whole
complex to receive natura light during the day. Lexi liked the smell there. The rest of
the complex smelled like dusty concrete and metal and felt cold and heavy. The
growing room was light and the air was soft and alive because of the plants. It waslike
magic to him. The thought that the whole planet was once covered in plants and trees
thrilled him. When he worked with Helenain the growing room he smiled and sang and
asked endless questions about how to grow things. The hours flew by and he was
always sad when darkness came and they had to get ready for bed.

Helena often said, ‘| have no life legend to give you Lexi and | can’t give you a
life story, but | will try and help you understand how to grow things.’

During the growing season, they spent all day in the growing chamber. When

Lexi waslittle, the large, circular growing room seemed enormous but now he was
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almost 6 and it seemed much smaller and he knew every inch of it. He could find his
way around with his eyes shut he knew it so well. Often when he had nothing else to do,
he did just that, smelling the different plants, working out where he was by feel and
scent and by the vague sense of light and dark that he got near the light shafts.

That day at the beginning of July, when Lexi entered the growing room, the
moist, warm air over-laden with all the smells of plants and earth, reached out like a soft
caress. He stopped just inside the door, face upturned to the natural light, eyes shut.
When he opened them, the reflected sunlight was scattered on the walls like his own
private rainbow. It only happened in the summer and only on special days.

Helenawas up ametal ladder tending to the espaliered fruit trees and vines
trained around the walls. They were old and precious, their crop of fruit a treasure not to
be wasted. Today it was just Lexi looking after the vegetables and herbs growing in
their containers around the room, grouped to make best use of the light wells. He
followed the spiralling circuit and watered each plant with the watering bucket and an
old metal cup. Some plants got half a cup and some plants got a whole one.

He watered too, the bright flowers, the zinnias and marigolds, asters and dahlias
and daisies, scattered amidst the food plants. They were there for their herba properties
and to discourage disease and the odd bad insect that survived the bomb blast, and they
were there too just because Lexi and Helenaloved them.

It was the * Sunday of the most ripe strawberries,” Lexi’s favourite day of the
year. Later they would have amini festival, celebrating summer, but first he had to
finish watering the plants.

They very rarely had cakes because Helena had only avery small supply of flour
and sugar but earlier that morning, she used the stored battery power to make some
special little apple cakes and when she took them out of the oven Lexi had never smelt
anything so good.

That morning he asked her if she got the flour and sugar from his father.

‘Yes, | did,” she said.
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Lexi finished his watering and called Helena down from her ladder. She washed
her hands and then slung on her large shoulder bag. The cooled apple cakes werein
there already, with adrink for later.

‘OK, I’'m ready,” she said.

Lexi took hislittle scissors and looked around. He snipped severa blossoms of
the orange and yellow marigolds first and put them in Helena s bag. Then afew sprigs
of lavender, sprigs of all the herbsin fact. He hated sacrificing the tiny, fragrant violets
and chopped two, only at Helena' s prompting. Then on and around the growing
chamber they went with bits of this and bits of that, until they had something from all
the plants and Helena s bag was beginning to bulge.

When they got to the strawberries, Lexi counted 12 into a special strawberry
container, all the ripe ones and popped that into her bag too.

Then he put on the warm jacket and hat and boots Helena had ready for him. She
put warm clothes on too and pulled a knitted blue hat over her head that matched her
eyes.

“You look very beautiful, said Lexi.’

‘Thank you,” shesaid. ‘Y ou look beautiful too.’

And he did, she thought taking a moment to have areally good look at him. His
skin was creamy white — impossible to escape that whiteness when you were a tunnel
dweller — but there was also a healthy pinkness in his cheeks and he was tall with big
green eyes and dark, straight hair. Totally different to her own blonde, wavy mess, but
that was hardly surprising. She loved his straightness. There was something unimpeded
about him, something that reminded her of a healthy, young tree, fresh and new, strong
and supple.

Lexi, all jacketed up, had no time for long searching examinations. He was
getting hot. ‘Let’s go,” he said impatiently.

‘All right, al right, Mister Hurry,” Helena said, checking her shoulder bag. ‘It's
all right for you, you're not carrying anything.’

They waked down the tunnél to the living room where there was a small drum
on the table, arecorder and Helena s violin. She helped Lexi sling the drum on its strap
across his shoulder, attached a small headlamp on aband over his hat, and did the same
herself. The recorder went in the shoulder bag and she picked up her violin and started
to play.
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Lexi had the drumsticks poised waiting for this moment. Helena started out with
‘Twinkle, Twinkle and Lexi tried to follow her rhythm and they sang at the same time.
What a delightful racket, thought Helena.
When they were done, Lexi reached into her shoulder bag and pulled out a few
sprigs of plant.
‘Summer’ s here,’ they both yelled as he scattered the plants on the floor.
Then it was off down the dim, cold tunnels, banging the drum and singing and

playing the violin.

It took hoursto leave an offering in all of the thirty storage rooms and to go to
the very end of al the five main tunnels. Lexi liked getting to the end of a main tunnel.
They said to each other, ‘Here' sto the Sunday of the most strawberries,” and then they

ate a strawberry.

Half way through, they stopped and ate lunch, surrounded by machinery on a
bench in Storage Area 16. Helena, with the lack of technical prowess and knowledge
inherited from her mother, rarely went there. She looked around at the metal containers
which tended to be larger in there and the odd hulk of unused machinery, utterly
ignorant of what she saw. Lexi, equally disinterested in his surroundings, ate his share
of the apple cakes slowly, blissfully engrossed, licking every crumb. Then he had a
drink of mint freshened water out of the container. He was full and totally happy.
Helena had aready finished her cakes and drunk her water. They rested alittle longer
after finishing their food, but without any movement the cold began to seep into their
bones.

‘Let’sgo now,’ said Lexi.

Helena stood up stiffly and put her shoulder bag on.

‘That’s a bit better,” she said.

‘Wasit heavy? .

‘Was it heavy? Was it heavy? sheteased. ‘Yesit was. Lucky you're such a
greedy, little potato.’

‘Lucky you're such agreedy, big potato.’
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They laughed. Helena started a cheerful jig on her violin and Lexi joined in on
drum. Their music echoed satisfyingly up and down the tunnels, getting into all the dark

and dusty corners like afresh breeze.

They had celebrated thisfestival every year that Lexi could remember. Helena
said they had to wake up the last of the old spirits that hadn’t realised it was summer
yet. She said that with just her and Lexi there, they needed all the help they could get to
keep thingsin order.

That year when they get back to their acove off the growing chamber, Helena
was utterly exhausted. She had saved some apple cakes and she did something
unprecedented. She didn’t make any vegetables for dinner. They ate the last apple cakes
and she said, ‘I don’t know about you Lexi, but I'm really tired. Let’s go and lie down
inbed.’

They put on their night-clothes and she read him two stories. Lexi slept like a
log that night and so did Helena.

Helena Feels Sick

The next day Helenawas till tired. It was as though something had come and
sucked every last drop of energy from her. She woke early when the sun began to shine
down the lightwell, but when she went to get up, agiant fist of weariness, centred in her
chest pulled her back down again. So great was the force of it that it scared her.

Did we redly wake the spirits yesterday and now they are retaiating, she
wondered, frightened by the ominous feelings overtaking her. She lay in bed staring at
the minute blemishes in the smooth plaster ceiling above her, feeling her body with al
her senses. When she went to get up again her heart pounded furiously. A wave of
coldness, starting with atingling in her fingers and toes, inched its way over her whole
body. She began to pant and then it was like she couldn’t get enough air and she was
drawing in big lungfuls of it. Her heart raced. She lay absolutely still trying to calm the
fear, trying not to let any of it seep from her mind to Lexi’s.

‘Help me Grace,” she whispered.
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Gradually the feelings lessened, the breathl essness which had her gulping down
air began to ease. She forced herself to stand, and felt nausea which steadied and
diminished when she was finally upright.

Relieved and shaky, she looked at herself in the mirror. Pale but normal.

She pulled on her clothes and went to the bathroom and then, feeling disconnected and
floaty, made her way to the living room. One wall was lined with bookshelves and she
located the heavy, well-thumbed, white book with the red print easily. It was called
‘Common Ailments —the Layman’s Guide’, amisnomer in that it also included the not
SO common.

A sense of dgavu was settling around her like mist. She looked up heart
conditions, then lung conditions and had worked her way on to diseases of the blood
when she heard Lexi caling. She started, guiltily put the book back on the shelf and
deliberately erased al the worrying thoughts clamouring to be heard.

‘I'm here,” she called and hurried back to their room.

The Day They Harvested The Apples

That year, in the summer and autumn growing season, the chamber nearly burst
with all the life and colour, food and flowers and they were rushed off there feet tending
it al. Helena had grown potatoes and onions, carrots and cabbage to store for winter and
every other vegetable that she had been able to cram into the soil. Although it was
Helenawho tended the fruit trees, Lexi always watched closely so that he could learn
how to look after them. The fruit was important, especially the apples because they
could be rationed to last through to the next growing season.

Two years ago Helena s favourite apple tree had been infected with a disease
and died. She battled for weeksto save it, but then one day her face had gone hard like
stone and she cut it down. Lexi remembered her reading one of the gardening books and
then they went to the inventory and hunted for a specia chemical to make sure the other
trees didn’t get the same disease and die. It was one of the only times Lexi could

remember seeing her cry.

One morning it till seemed dark when they got up and had their breakfast. The

cold weather was starting in earnest and Lexi could see the shadow of snow on the big
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light well. It was September 12, time to harvest the apples, and two days before his
birthday. They had left the fruit to ripen as long as possible and now the apples hung on
the trees like shiny Christmas ornaments, with lovely green and red stripes on them.

They harvested four boxes to take on the handcart to the storage area. Usually
that was Helena s job, but today she became puffed after just afew metres.

“You pull and I'll push,” offered Lexi.

Helena held the handle of the cart and Lexi |eaned over the back like alittle
engine and that way, they managed to take all four boxes in one load. It took them a
while to get there and when they arrived, Lexi loaded the boxes onto the shelf while
Helena sat getting her breath back. Then she gathered some of the dried apricots she had
stored amonth earlier and some of the special treat, flour and sugar.

‘I'll make apple and apricot cakes for the apple festival tomorrow.’

‘Okay.” Lexi’sstomach felt all funny and his chest was tight. He didn’t know
what she meant about having afestival when she couldn’t even walk anywhere without
breathing like that.

All they had done lately was work in the growing room. Lexi had asked for
treasure hunts and she had said no. At first he had been disappointed and then angry.
Now hefelt tight and worried all the time.

When they were ready to return to the living area she said, ‘Let’s just walk back
slowly. We can take in the scenery better that way.’

‘Helena,” said Lexi, he called her that when he was annoyed, ‘thereisn’t any
scenery herein the tunnels.’

Helenalooked in hiseyes. ‘Yesthereis, she said taking his hand in hers. * Come
on and I'll show you.’

He agreed reluctantly and they walked slowly and stopped often. She showed
him the spot where she fell off her bike and broke her finger. The spot where her mother
dropped a bag of sugar and then they took that day and all of the next, sweeping it up
and sieving it and brushing through it to get rid of al the bits of dirt. She showed him
how the shadows by Room 5 made you think there was awolf. They stopped and she
made him smell the air by the auxiliary shaft.

‘Doesit smell like flowers, like metal or like nothing,” she asked.

‘A tiny bit like metal,” he said, screwing up his nose.

‘That’sgood. It showsthat theair is still pumping through the filter.’

54



AUT Master of Creative Writing
The Cystmaster ©Kathryn Ngapo 2010

Lexi had athought. ‘ Did those filters come from my father?

‘Yes,’ shesaid. ‘Look,” she pointed at the metal rungs of aladder. ‘ That's the
accessto the air filters. Y ou can change them from inside —-never have to go outside,
never have to touch the old filters. They self gect when the new onesgoin.’

‘That’s new Earth technology,” he said, perking up.

‘Y ep. The new filters are in this storage room here.” She took him in and showed
him the containers. ‘Y ou have to change them every 4 months.’

She had written alist with dates on it. He saw the first date —it was September
2353- that was when he was born and the last date September 2359.

‘What else did my father do here?

A faraway look came over Helena' s face and it softened. ‘Let’s see,” she said
and then she began to tick things off on her fingers. *He put in anew solar energy
system for our battery power, gave us anew recycling unit for our compost, gave me
you,” she said. ‘He set little robots loose in the place to clean up al the dust in case
there was any radiation and he put in a different system for our water recycling.” She
paused to think. ‘I’m sure there was more, but | can’t think what just now.’

‘That was good,” said Lexi, musing on it.

‘He was atech. They know how to do all sorts of things. And he brought four
friends. They stayed for aweek and did all that.’

‘“Wow, | never knew other people had been here!’

Helenalaughed. ‘1 know. It seems abit like a dream —our old tunnels and six
peoplein them al at the same time’

‘Wasit fun?

‘I was till abit sad about your grandmother dying, and | was shy - | wasn’t used
to lots of people. But looking back it was avery happy timerealy. And | was so
relieved because so many things needed fixing and | didn’t know how.’

‘Well that’ s because you' re not atech, you're agardener,” said Lexi. ‘And so am

When they got back to the living area Helena found two pieces of the precious
paper to make cards. Lexi had been learning to read and write since he was four and his
card said ‘ To the best mother in the world. Happy apple harvest day. Love Lexi.” And

he had drawn trees on it with apples.
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Helena' s card said, ‘Happy Apple Harvest 2359." She had drawn apple blossoms
on it. When Lexi opened the card there were pictures of other flowers around a great,
big, apple cake and a mother and boy smiling and going yum, yum. Love you lots, from
Helena, she had written.

The next day they had their apple festival and if it was not as raucous and noisy
asthe strawberry festival, it was still fun. The apple and apricot cakes were the most
delicious things Lexi had ever eaten. They went to bed that night as happy as they had
ever been.

For Lexi it wasthe last of the very happy days.

Helena TellsLexi About Life And Death

The day following the apple festival was Lexi’ s birthday and it started out
normally. They were preparing for winter and there was alot to do. All day Lexi was
engulfed in an aura of happiness. At lunch there were more delicious apple and apricot
cakes saved from the day before and he got alittle present of sweets that Helena had
made for his birthday. Then they continued tidying the growing room, cleaning and
getting ready for the dormant season. They only grew afew very hardy plants over the
winter but the important thing was to leave everything clean so the soil could rest and so
any bad micro-organisms would not have a chance to grow. They worked hard and
when they finished for the day Lexi had his shower.

Later, he was watching Helena prepare potatoes for their dinner, when she said
to him, ‘If anything happens to me Lexi, if you are all alone, you must come to the
growing chamber and you must mindshout as loudly as you possibly can.’

At her words, a cruel, cold greyness came creeping into his warm little world.
He looked sharply at her as though he doubted his own ears, as though his eyes could
confirm the mistake his ears had just made.

‘“Why will | have to come here? he asked. ‘What’ s going to happen to you?

She was looking down at the knife chopping the potatoes. There was a calmness
emanating from her that partially soothed hisfast beating heart.
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She looked up, ‘Just in case Lexi.” He could see into her eyes. There was
sadness, but still she soothed him and then she smiled and reached out and pulled him
close.

‘Just in case,” she said.

From that time on, he watched her. He wanted to go with her wherever she went.
He never let her go to the food storage areas alone anymore, he hung around when she
was cleaning, he hovered if he thought she was doing anything out of the ordinary.

Over the next few weeks, as the chill of September moved into cold October,
Lexi noticed that Helena seemed to be thinner. She ate very little herself but fed him
always as much as he could eat.

‘Why don’t you eat some more,” he said to her again and again? ‘It tastes really
good.’

He constantly offered her bits of his own food.

She said, ‘You're agrowing boy, Lexi. You need lots of food. I'm full,
honestly.’

One day Lexi woke before her. It wasn't often that he did. He lay there listening
to her breathe. She always breathed more quickly than him now. Her face, always thin
compared to his own, now looked even thinner. He reached out and touched her skin
and it was cool. She always felt cool to histouch. Her arm was lying on top of the
covers — he was shocked by the thinness of her wrist. He was only a child but his wrist
was so much heavier and stronger looking. He stroked her cold hand and she opened her
blue eyes and smiled.

He asked the question he had been thinking of asking for months now.

‘Areyou sick?

‘Yes!’

‘Are you dying?

‘I think I may be’

‘“Why?

‘I don’'t know Lexi, but I'm losing weight and | can’t breathe properly.’

‘I don't want you to die’’

‘1 know.’
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‘What will happen to me?

“Y ou must mindshout Lexi and someone will come and help. Come here to the
garden chamber where thereis glass above you and crystal. It's more open to the ether
in thisroom and if you come here and mindshout they’ Il hear you.’

She spoke softly, her hand stroked his dark little head lying on the pillow next to
her own, but her eyes were intense. Inside his mind her voice said, you must do this
Lexi.

Inside his mind he agreed.

She made him practise mind-shouting. When she went to the food storage area
he was not allowed to come —instead he practised calling her there.

He had thought about it and he said to her, ‘Why can’t we mindshout now? Why
can’'t we call someone in the colonies to come and help you?

‘Because | don’t want to.’

“You did it before when your mother died.’

‘That was different.’

‘Why?

They argued about it. It was the only time he could remember disagreeing with
her. When she went down to the tunnels he tried to mindshout to the colonies but
nothing happened. Except her voice in his mind.

- | heard that. | told you not to do it.
Hereplied — I’'m gonna keep trying, and heard her mental sigh.

Helena Worries About L exi

Helena felt the strength ebbing from her. When she looked in their mirror her
skin was whiter even than the pallor conferred by tunnel living. Her hair still flew
around her head in a soft, yellow cloud but the face looking out at her was amost
skeletal. Her blue eyes seemed to have developed a dark depth, as though the gradual
extinction of life was taking away all her inner light.

She dreaded the thought of her own death and Lexi alone in these tunnels but

there was nothing she could do. She couldn’t even think of it in case he heard her. She
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took those thoughts and encased them in their own little seed kernel. She hid them
behind a hundred little daily practical tasks and utterances.

So she said. ‘Look at the beautiful orange colour of these apricots Lexi,” when
her heart was twisting and panic threatened to engulf her.

‘Come and show me how you will open the airlock,” as though there was no
doubt in her mind that it would happen. That was a good one that she found herself
using often; knowing that he thought her anxiety was at hisinability to do thisimportant
thing.

Every night now, she talked to Grace.
It's hurting, she said. I’'mtrying but | don’t know if I can hold on much longer.
Every night she said, help me. | need help.

Occasionally when Helena could not contain her fears and she was sure he was
deeply asleep, she went into the main growing chamber and mindshouted. Her mind
ricocheted off the walls around her but never broke free. She had her own theory about
this and hoped that when the time came she would be right and Lexi would be able to
call. She had to be right — and she lived the bluff, telling it to Lexi with never aflicker
of an eye, never atremor of doubt in her thoughts.

‘When | die Lexi, shout and they will hear you.’

He was very stubborn when he wanted to be. He kept trying to mindshout over
the next weeks as she got sicker.

‘| can’'t doit, hesaid. ‘1 keep trying and no-one hears me.’

Helenasaid, ‘1 told you not to do it, dearest, stubbornest boy, Lexi.’

‘What if | can’t call them when you die? Why wouldn’t she help to call them
now?

‘I won't help you,” she said ‘ because | don’t want them to come now.’

‘“Why?

‘I'm afraid they’ll take you away from me.’

‘Why would they do that?
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‘Because I’'m not one of them and you are perfect and you have been brought up

differently to the other children. I'm afraid they’ll think I'm not good enough to have

you.

‘That’ sridiculous.’

She laughed alot when he said that.

‘Why are you laughing? he asked grumpily.
‘Because you sounded just like your grandmother.’
‘I wish | had known her.’

‘She would have loved to have known you.’

That night in her diary she wrote:

| want to run but there is nowhere to run to and anyway | don’t think | can run
anymore. The distance is so small here. It mattersto me and it doesn’t because
all that matters now isLexi and the plants. | guess the view to the mountainsis a
big one but if I added up all of those two hours that I’ ve spent outside, how
much would that be in the lifetime of a normal person? Although what isa

normal person inthis world?

TheWind

Helena spent severa hours during the day resting. She shivered and heaped the

covers on so that it was way too hot for Lexi but it was still cold for her. They got up
and had breakfast, did alittle tidying and then hopped back in bed so she could try to
keep warm. Lexi drew pictures and they read and played board games and cards. Often

Helena played her violin, usually happy music or songs that Lexi knew. Sometimes she

just made up tunes and played for herself where the mood took her. She had begun to

spend alot of time writing in her diary.

‘What are you writing there? Lexi asked.
‘Just stuff.’

‘I hate it how you can’'t breathe.’

‘I’m not too happy about it myself.’

“You know | love you,” he said.
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‘That’ s supposed to be my line’’
Y ou have been the best mother | could imagine.’
‘Idiot, you’ ve never seen any other mother.” But she was smiling.
‘I don’'t haveto. My heart tells me this.’
She was laughing and crying now.
‘Damn you, Lexi. Stop sounding like my mother.” Their arms were around each

other. She put her cheek on his and they went to sleep.

The next day she said she was going for aride to the storage area and he had to
stay behind and work in the growing room. He could practise mind-shouting her.

She |eft on the bike, pedalling very slowly. Instead of the straight tunnel to the
mountain store rooms, she took the long, curving tunnel that led to the main entrance.

When she got to the airlock door, she mindshouted him. - How’ s the cleaning
going?

- Good.

- I’ve got abit to do but | won't be too long. See you soon.

She shielded then and took the balaclava out of her pack. Leaving the bike, she
went through the airlock to the outer decom room and struggled into the suit and gloves
and boots. She put on the balaclava and looked at herself in the mirror. Then she tooled
open the shield door and stepped out into a clear day. The door shut behind her.

There was white snow all around and the sun was shining and for a minute or
two, it hurt to look, other than through tiny dlitsin her shading fingers. She saw apale
blue sky, finally lowered her fingers, and it was such a beautiful colour. The cold air
breathed on the skin of her face and it was like being caressed softly by a cold hand. She
raised her face towards the sun and howled and felt it launching out at the sky. She was
too breathless and weak to do it asloudly as she would like. After afew seconds she
found anyway that she was laughing too much. The laughing just made her more
breathless which strangely made her laugh more.

She struggled away from the shelter of the shield door, a few metres out through
the snow which came over her knees. Each step was as though the snow was sucking
her foot into itself and then refusing to give it back to her. She wavered and felt like
falling but her snowbound, heavy feet kept her upright for one more step and again one
more. Then shefelt ahard lick, ablast of cold against her face, trying to force its way
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into her. The wind. It defined the boundaries of her lips, her eyes, her nose, her skin.
When she breathed, it hurt her teeth and made her ears ache. She laughed some more,
wrenched off the balaclava and threw it onto the snow where it lay for afew seconds
like some small, brown animal before being whipped away, further up the mountain.
The wind took her hair and wrapped it around her face until it clung to her lips and
threatened to obliterate the view. It whistled in her ears and was excruciatingly cold but
she was absolutely fascinated by the intensity of it. She felt as though it was asking her
aquestion.

‘Yes,” she said. Then she was laughing and hugging herself.

‘Yes,” she shouted as loudly as she could. Her arms opened — her body stretched
out. ‘Yes’

Then she took one last ook across the valley at al those mountains, waved to
them and waded slowly back to the shield door and entered the code. The door slid open
and when she went in it seemed very dark inside and colourless.

She went through the side door into the detox area, slowly removed her boots
and suit and hung them in the anti-rad closet, then stepped into the decom shower. For
thefirst time ever, she washed her hair there and then took twenty minutes drying it
with the machine. She pulled the rad-check tube from the wall and breathed into it until
it beeped. It barely registered. Then she put her clothes on and released two robots. She
watched them, as they scuttled beetle-like up and down the wet slick of the shower
walls. Her legs felt heavy as the rock beneath them.

When the airlock door shut behind her and she was back in the tunnel she was
exhausted but she felt like singing. The beginning to Handel’ s Messiah came to mind —
she sang afew bars then tried humming alittle. Breathless. No breath to sing or hum.
She imagined the tune soaring. She saw Lexi’s small suit hanging on thewall and a
lump formed in her throat and it was still there as she rode slowly back to her son.

When she walked into the growing chamber, his dark head was bent over the
watering bucket getting a cup of water for the overwintering lavender.

‘Wow, shesaid. ‘It feels so clean in here’’

‘I know.’

‘And you haven't just done the cleaning. Y ou’ve watered as well.’
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‘Almost finished,” he said, his eyes fixed on the cup in the bucket, carefully
judging the right amount of water.

‘You arethe greatest. | love you Lexi,” she said. ‘More than anything in the
whole, wide world. | love you.’

He looked up and smiled at her. “Metoo,” he said and poured the water onto the
plant.

Last Days

Two weeks later and they communicated now only with mindspeech because
she was too breathless to talk. She could hardly get out of bed to go to the toilet. Lexi
looked after the plants alone but it was no longer a pleasure because every minute he
wanted to spend with her, lying with her, touching her, talking to her.

He made food that she couldn’t eat and that he had no appetite for.

Her voicein hismind said - Eat! And so he did.

He spent hours trying to mindshout for help but none came. He knew no help
would come too because he could feel his shout bouncing off the walls of the room back
at him.

His mother’s voice was in his mind.

—Don’t worry, Lexi. When the time comes you will be ableto do it.

He woke on that last day when it was still dark. Her voice spoke inside his head,
weak but very clear. Lexi, Lexi, Lexi, she called.

‘Yes, Mother? he said softly out loud.

- | love you.

- I know you do. | love you too. His hand reached out and took hold of hers.

- I’'msorry. You’re so young to go through this. | was twenty and it was still so
difficult for me. I'm sorry.

His stomach twisted inside him.

- Are you dying today? He had to know.

- | think 1 might be. Something feels very broken inside me.

He was tense and silent and breathl ess beside her.
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Sadness, sadness, sadness. Ah Grace is this how you felt? Are these the thoughts

you had for me? Is this what you were feeling that day?

- I love you, he said finally. His anguish and the unvoiced fear in his mind were
barely held at bay.

There was nothing she could do but she did still what she could. He lay there
with her arms wrapped around him, inside the embrace of her warm body for the next
few hours. Until she died he heard her voice in hismind. All she wanted to say was, |
love you, and she did - again and again until his heart was full of it.

He felt her absence the second she died. It was like a whisper, then a silence
inside his mind that he had never experienced before. He smelled fresh flowers around
him and he was flooded with a breathless sorrow. His young body shook, racked by
sobs. And he lay there with her until her body began to go hard and then he could no
longer bear touching its coldness. He got up and began to tend the plants and tears
streamed down his face. He found then that he could not bear to be away from her. He
lay on the bed again, looking at her pale face, her beautiful cloud of blond hair, her
lovely, long fingers, trying to commit everything to memory. When it began to grow
dark, he went to the middle of the garden chamber and mind-shouted. His anguish broke
through someinvisible barrier, he felt his shout launching out into the ether and then

someone heard him.
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2 - Rescue

Transcript from: Alicia’s Sory: The History of Tau-cen- Dataplas 316

In 2065 when Joshie was 14 he started to have nightmares.

Michael saw him at breakfast one morning, looking tired and sick and asked him
what was wrong.

Joshie said, ‘I’'m having bad dreams. About these little kids. They're always
crying because they have no parents.’

The dreams didn’t let up. They were haunting him. One morning it occurred to
Michael that maybe they weren’t dreams and the next night he had one of the
psychologists fit Joshie with electrodes. The parts of the brain that fired when Joshie
was dreaming were not to do with dreams or sleeping. Michael began to suspect that
Joshie was hearing real children — orphans calling. Our son could not escape hearing
them and Michael worried that they would drive Joshie mad.

That was when hefirst had the idea for the rhoroom - an underground shelter
which would prove impervious to the calls. Two years later they developed the laser
technol ogy that would make its construction possible but when Michael explained what
he was going to do, Joshie told him no.

‘| want to keep hearing them,” Joshie said. ‘I’ ve had another idea. Why don’t we
try and rescue them. If we try and rescue themit’ll make me fed different.” From then
on, Joshie didn’t feel so bad. | think he had hope.

That’ s when Michadl started investigating the lay lines and shamen and crystals.
| think he had started to wonder whether the orphans would be a resource for genes.
They were calling out psychically to his son. How? What would those sorts of genes do
for the human race— or at least what remained of it?

It was when the wor st of the nuclear winter was taking itstoll. The trees had
mostly died and we were managing, but it was a struggle to grow and distribute the
food. It took five years before things improved enough for Michael to instigate the
building of the farsense tower. All those big trees lying around dead. At least there was

plenty of timber.
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At the same time he was still trying to work out how to create a room that would
allow some peace for Joshie. Finally, the Think Team came up with a concept for the
rhoroom and they built it as an adjunct to the farsense tower, in its own underground
area. It was one of thefirst structures in the colony to use the laser tunnelling
apparatus. They carved the spherical room out of the rock and dumped a giant chunk of
clear quartz on top for a ceiling. They didn’t have the machinery to lift or transport the
rock from the mountain where they found it, and they had to renovate one of the old
logging trucks. | remember them having to convert plant oil to biofuel to run the truck.

It was relatively ssmpleto lift the rock and lower it in place using a series of
basic pulleys and chains. Fitting it was the problem and involved a per manent metal
scaffold, lasers, computers, a sophisticated 3D scan of the boulder and all of us
standing around giving advice.

Nothing was ever perfect in those days. When the rock was lowered into place it
was judged to be close enough. The last tiny gaps, they plastered with concrete. Michael
was pleased and Joshie called it Michael’s Folly. They made an underground
passageway then, linking the rhoroom to the farsense tower and then they used the laser
to tunnel out the rest of the underground living complex. The place had always been
called Thorson’s up to then but it got so big that we changed it to Tau-cen, named after
the lake. It was a political move, | guess. Then Joshie started calling us a colony and
the word stuck.
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SenaHearsLexi

The farsense tower rose from amongst a grove of tall trees. Marooned in a sea of
leaves, it looked like one of the many lighthouses sprinkled around the coastal waters
and in essence and design it served the same function, arescue for the foundering soul.
Near the tower, was a cluster of cyst domes and a narrow river ran past them and joined
amuch larger river at the bottom of the valley. From the tower, for as far as the eye
could see, crops and orchards flourished in the flat surrounding countryside and in the
south was the blue shimmer of alake and further back, foothills and mountains.

The top room of the tower was circular with windows facing out in every
direction, white plastered walls and awooden floor. A continuous wooden awning that
ran around the outside of the tower helped to protect the room from the heat of the long,
hot summers. On the cooler, southern side of the room a bow! of fruit and a steaming
mug sat on an ancient wooden table, which was flanked by two matching chairs. There
were wooden shelves above the table containing rows of dataplas and the com-u was
under them, ablank screen on thewall. A comfortable sofa draped in russet coloured
linen angled into the room from the western wall and opposite on the eastern side, was
the wooden railing of the round stairwell.

The rest of the room was bare apart from a greenstone slab which formed a
simple altar under the north facing windows. A candle burned there and a single pink
camellia blossom, exquisitely formed, floated in water in asmall white bowl.

The farsensor knelt on a cushion in front of the altar, her eyes focused on the
camellia, her mind far away with a crying child. She had been listening for a while now
but he did not know yet that he had to listen too, so that he could hear her. It wasjust a
matter of persevering. She knew this.

-Mother, he sobbed. -Where are you?

She soothed him, a gentle pulse of a mindtouch. — Don’t cry little one. Don’t
cry.

There was a break in the sobbing, a shuddering gasp. Finally she had his
attention.

-Who are you?

It was amere whisper.
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-My nameis Sena. Who are you?

-Lexi.

-What’ s wrong? Why are you so sad?

-My mother died.

She already knew that. The mothers were always dead.
- I’'m sorry little one.

There was more sobbing. She linked her nanocu to the main data patch and

rising stiffly from the floor, began to pull on her overtunic. He was too upset to

continue.

are?

Gently, she prompted. —Has your mother just died, Lexi?

- No. It was along time ago.

His mental image felt like hours.

- Is someone else looking after you?

- No. I'm al by myself.

A flood of fear and anguish.

- It'll beall right Lexi. Hold on now and we'll come and get you.
Panic. -Don’t leave me!

Crying. His mind reaching for hers. Clinging.

- Don't worry. I'm good at this. | won't lose you now. Do you know where you

-In the tunnels, in the Cascade Range.

-Where' sthat, Lexi?

-Itswhere our tunnels are ... in the Northern Wastelands.
The Northern Wastel ands.

- We'll come and get you. Don’t worry. She sent soothing mindtouches as

another part of her sought help.

-Estar.
-Sena? Important?
- It'sacall —ayoung one.

-Meet mein the rhoroom.
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The Rhoroom

Joshie had been the first farsensor to use the rhoroom, Senawas the latest in a
long line of them. She thought about that heritage as she walked down the round
staircase on her way to the adjoining tunnel. When she went back through her life
legend there were several genetic links to Joshie and therefore to Michael; each one of
those links reinforcing her own ability as a redactor.

It was as though the genes hung in the ether. She sometimes imagined the
spirits of their contributors did as well, looking over her shoulder at everything she did.
Nowhere was that feeling greater than in the tunnel and the rhoroom. The air was cooler
underground but she felt that the ether there was also cooler and more spacious, as
though more room had been created than physically existed and the extra space allowed
sanity and calmness and space for the spirits. Her fingers skimmed the silk like
smoothness of the tunnel wall as she walked to the round room at the end.

Estar was there, working the screen. Slim and olive skinned, hislong, dark hair
pulled up into atopknot, he stood light footed and intense, awash in patterned light from
the crystal ceiling above. His hands conducted data on the large wall screen, words and
symbolsflitting across it far too quickly for her to register their meaning. She wondered
for the thousandth time how he came by such a brain.

’So who? he said till looking at the screen.

‘A little boy called Lexi.” She twisted her blonde mess of hair into a high knot
like his. ‘He says they live in the Cascade Range in the Northern Wastelands.’

He shot an interested glance her way then all his attention was on the screen
again.

* Hmmm. The Northern Wastelands. That’s along way, darling. Even for you.’
He finished the data probe and there was a delicate, commanding flick of the hand.
‘Couch.’

She took the closer of two padded recliners which faced the screen. The
glittering mass of the solid, quartz ceiling loomed above her. It was beautiful but its
rough mass intruded into the round space, making her feel the opposite of vertigo, as
though it was falling and about to crush her.

She shut her eyes and tooled the control pad and the sensenet flattened and
flexed, moulding itself around the back of her head and onto her forehead. Electrodes
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leeched themselves to her temples and to the base of her skull, the electric messengers
they sent out, cold threads in her brain. She tasted metal. It felt alien and part of her
shied away from the necessity of it. An unpleasant, barely perceptible hum of
machinery vibrated in her ears and teeth. Her fingers gripped the handrest.

- It won’t hurt you.

- | know it shouldn’t.

- Estar will protect you from the big, bad electrodes.

— Thanks, she thought sarcastically.

His laughter tumbled into the room. She opened her eyes and saw him settling
gracefully on to the other recliner and seconds later he triggered the download. A
satellite image of the Earth lit up the wall screen and the augmentation effect phased in.

The urge to journey to the young one became irresistible and her mind moved, a
thing apart, as though it was an organism in its own right; aliquid-metal conductive
flow, ranging effortlessly like some giant, sea bird soaring towards the call. Estar,
followed mindlinked, and the images on the screen changed in quick shifts, growing
larger and more precise until she felt the pull as though it was the strongest magnet, and
she the smallest iron filing.

She saw ocean, then land, mostly bare and brown, occasionally criss-crossed by
lines of old, unused roads or cut by the irregular paths of rivers and streams. There were
grey plains and then hillsides which lay crumpled and barren beneath a dusting of snow.
Then the whiteness of snow was everywhere, mountains looming, their peaks stretching
endlessly into the distance. One particular west-facing slope stood out, halfway up the
side of amountain, the call so loud there, that it reverberated in her whole body.

- | have him, she said.

The com-u identified the Cascade Range. The image changed. A metal shield
door grew on the screen, adark arch against the snow, and a green readout began to
track numbers.

- It's cold and look at that rad-count.

- | know, she said. - What' s he doing here?

Sena saw darkness, and heard sobs, his gasping breath, his heartbeat. She felt
sadness, a thousand times magnified.

—It'sall right, little one. We've found you, she said

And then she made him sleep.
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- Estar, you know where heis?

- Yes, | have the coordinates.

She withdrew and the image on the screen faded to nothing. The electrodes
slithered away from her skull. A dull ache thumped in her head. She closed her eyes.

- What next darling? A whip? A few stakes through the heart?

- Funny. I'll need you to pod me to Tautech.

- Thisis Estar, darling. | know what you need but you’ re too tired to go right
now. Relax, and stop being such a black hole of responsibility.

- | can’t relax.

—You are not atrader of orphaned children.

-They have no choice.

-Y ou give them the choice of life or death.

-And then what?

-Stop being so melodramatic. Then they have a hundred choices, a thousand
choices. Go and eat, get some warm clothes for you and the young one. Rest. He'll sleep
for hours. Come.

His hands smoothed her forehead, pulling her back into herself, back into the
rhochamber. Coolness soothed the bruised pathways. A softness entered her mind. She
opened her eyes and he was bending over her with his hand held out. He helped her up.

‘You're avery fineredactor,” she said,

‘I learned from the best.” He kissed her forehead. * Now godmother of mine, go
and get something to eat.’

Sena and Pods

She didn’t go back to the tower, but went instead to the storeroomsto pick up a
few supplies, and then back to her cell. It was going to be cold there, she thought,
dressing carefully in alofted linen undersuit and she packed an insulated coverall
constructed from cyst leather to put on later. She saw herself in the mirror, so plain, and
thought Estar would probably add a flower or beads, abit of colour darling. But she

was not Estar.
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No, | am Sena - and she shoved extra clothes in her pack and added clothing for
the boy and a supply of food treats and sweet drinks. Sweet things seemed to work with
the young ones. The bag bulged. She shook it and pummelled it into an easier to carry
shape. Then she drank a protein concentrate, guiltily aware that it wasn't what Estar had
in mind when he told her to eat.

Face it Sena, there will be sadness, grief, despair. Another orphan, another
ending that you'll feel bad about, another beginning for you to worry about. The panic
welled up and she programmed it away. There was afamiliar, tight, fast breath feeling
in her chest.

The transtunnel was empty apart from one of the newer model pods waiting in a
priority lane to Tau-tech and she glared at it, loathing the speed of the thing. .

When she climbed into the tear-shaped cyst structure the door closed
automatically behind her and when she sat, the cyst |eather seat conformed to her body
shape. Why the techs and the cystmasters wasted such time on these over-designed
showcases, was beyond her? How did the door know you were ready for it to close? She
hated to think. How did they decide what was important these days? Maybe it didn’t
matter. No, she thought, it did matter.

She put her pack carefully into the carrier compartment beside her seat and
clicked her chest harness in place. Many people chose not to use them but she was older
now and why take chances? And the speed — 300 krs! She remembered when pods
travelled at 150 krs—they got there fast enough.

So thinking, she i-printed the director and tooled Tau-tech. The pod vibrated as
it began to move and then there was that feeling of no movement peculiar to pod travel
as it sped down the softly lit tunnel, travelling so fast that all she saw of her
surroundings was the blur of the different tunnel entrances. They were all numbered in
Roman script, an affectation of the artists that she liked, and each was surrounded by
elaborate carvings which grew periodically, a symbolic, pictoria record of each branch
of the colony’ s history. Sena, travelling at an obscene speed down the tunnel, couldn’t
see the carvings today but she believed in such things. Rock was rock, it would be there

along time. She clung to the certainty of it.
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Tau-tech

Sena walked up out of the transtunnel into the quadrangle. The clear, white
sunlight streaming through the plastocarb dome made her eyes water and her hand went
up automatically to shade them. The place was busy with people, most of them techs,
walking purposefully on their way somewhere. Noisy children played on the grass and
gardeners were pollinating in the groves of fruit trees.

Concrete and glass buildings, severa stories high, surrounded the square, rising
uniform and hard edged above the blossoming trees. From the top of each building,
white metal struts like butterfly wings soared overhead acting as supports for the clear
dome.

She walked quickly along an avenue of olive trees to the transway on the far side
of the square. The pod was waiting, atall relaxed figure in tech gray leaning against it.
When she got closer, he straightened and turned towards her and her breath caught. It
had been along time.

She reached the pod and held out her hand. ‘ The disappearing man.” ‘What a
pleasure, Marco.’

‘And how are you Sena? His voice was unusual, masculine but soft and low
pitched.

| am ridiculously polite, considering, she thought. ‘A bit stuffed in the head
actually. And you?

‘I’'m okay.’

‘Good for you.’

A promising beginning. Sena, having rehearsed a similar conversation many
timesin the past thirty years couldn’t help but be pleased.

They looked at each other longer than was polite. His face had grown a bit soft
about the edges, a bit dissipated. Even then, he was still radiating laughter and fun. She
had never been able to resist the laughing ones

Eventually, he ushered her into the pod and tooled the direction for the port.
They dlotted into the traffic, moving northwest along the transway into the mid-
afternoon sun. Ahead in the distance, beyond the buildings, were the clumped domes of

the skyport.
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‘I didn’t expect to see you today,” she said.

‘| was here when Estar came. | volunteered to come with you.’

‘“Why?

‘I heard Lexi call thismorning.” He glanced briefly in her direction.” I've been
there before with Leon,” he said, asif that was explanation enough.

- Ah, Leon. | should have known.

- I'll tell you more on the carrier.

His mental tone vibrated with concern and grief.

TheCarrier

The carrier squatted in the load-up, a flattened, metal, windowless oval,
streamlined and efficient - its shape resembling the body of a cockroach alittle too
much. They had been designed to be useful and not for beauty. Senaloved them.

Marco carried their bags into the containment zone. They put on radiation suits,
then she followed him through decom into the extender arm and into the carrier airlock.
Her mind drifted, mush, and she moved robot-like through the routines, the effects of
the rho room accumulating like plague on her tired brain cells.

The main cabin was warm - dim lights, humming engine.

| am safe here, she thought. Thisis my resting place. The job must be done but
for now | will sleep. The boy will sleep. No fuss, | am the redactor and useless here. |
don’'t have to be me again until we get there.

Her crew came in from the cockpit and Sena went to introduce Marco but
Stefanie forestalling her, put out her hand in the tech greeting.

‘It's okay, Sena. We've known this bad boy for awhile now.’

‘Good to see you too, Stef. Tessla. See you're still limping aong in the same,
old, rust bucket.’

Stefanie looked at him with frank, appraising eyes. ‘ Some things don’t change.
Where' s your carrier?

‘Itis, wherever Leon is—and that could be anywhere. | stopped flying six years
ago. I'm back on the coast now, just drive the odd boat these days.” He looked around

the cabin. ‘Haven't |eft the sea cyst zonein amost four years.’
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‘I thought the ether was a bit quieter, lately,” Stefanie said. ‘It’s good to see you.
WEe'll have to catch up later when we get to the mountain, exchange notes.’” A lingering
smile softened her face.

He smiled back.

‘Theflight’ll be about 3 hours 30,” she continued, ‘but you'll know that aready.
Usual drill, help yourself to refreshments and com us if you need anything.” With
another slow smile she turned away and Tesslafollowed her forward to the cockpit.

‘We Il befine. He watched them until the hatch slid shut

Sena was doing up her harness. ‘ These seats have the same contour technology
asthe pod.’

‘Technologies change.” He eased himself into the seat next to hers. ‘It’s a good
thing. Adjust.’

She clicked in the catch and it snapped shut. "Why? I'm not the one who |eft the
redactor institute and chose to be atech.’

He fastened his own harness and sat back. ‘ Because technology responds to
change,’ he said. * Needs change, technology meets the new need.’

‘I don’t need the seat to conform to my body. I’'m happy to conform to it. When
there’ s technological change for no real purpose it scares me. | worry that we'll blow
ourselvesup again.’

She stared at the flight data on the viewer.

‘We're along way from that,” he said.

‘Arewe?

‘Don’'t you think it’s technology that’s been saving us for the last 300 years?

‘Technology has alowed us to claw our way back to something that’s still less
than before the war. | don’t feel saved.’

‘I didn’t think they were providing food and water for the whole planet before
thewar.’

She turned towards him. Her eyesflashed. ‘You'reright,” she said. ‘ Sorry. It's
just that it hadn’t occurred to me that 2000 fewer species of animal life meant that we'd
saved them.” The viewer was an explosion of numbers, scrolling nowhere.

He stared at her. ‘You're frustrating,” he said. —Still beautiful, but still
frustrating.

Sena decided to shield and like an echo, he did the same.

75



AUT Master of Creative Writing
The Cystmaster ©Kathryn Ngapo 2010

The carrier taxied through to the take-off dome and went immediately into the
jump. Pressure pushed down through her spine, forcing her into her seat. Seconds later
it eased off asthey entered the cruise programme. Her head felt like a drum was playing
insideit.

‘I need to talk,” Marco said.

She sighed. ‘ The sensenet is hard on me.’

‘I know. It’simportant.’

I’ simportant. She hated that phrase. *If it requires for me to think, you're
wasting your breath.’

—It'dbeeasier if | could just give you a download.

‘No. Just tell me.’

-Forgive me, he said.

All she could seein his eyes was sadness.

‘I can’t think of how to say thisany differently. I'm sorry. Lexi’s mother,
Helena...she was one of your embryos.’

The serotonin hit her brain and flooded the receptors. ‘1 guess afew of my
embryos are out there now,” she said, pleased at the neutral tone of her voice.

‘There’smore.’

‘Saveit, Marco. I’'mtoo tired.’

‘I’ simportant.’

-1I’m too tired Marco. She closed her eyes and programmed sleep.

The com woke her. Stefanie' svoice said, ‘ETA in 45 minutes. Anyone that
wants to eat, better have it now,” and Sena opened her eyes. Marco was looking at her.

‘Feeling better?

The headache had gone. ‘Yes’

‘Want food?

‘l guess.’

He went over to the dispenser and came back with packaged food and hot cha.

‘It'snot fancy. | think it's a pro-carb cake of some sort, but I’m willing to be
wrong.’

She unwrapped her cake and took a bite.
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His eyes met hers. ‘Did you wait for me? he asked.

‘For awhile’

“You didn’t marry?

The packaging slipped off her knee and he picked it up.

‘No,” she said.

‘I heard you had children.’

‘The requisite two. Paolo and Madonna.’

‘Interesting names.’

‘Their father had Italian genes.” She finished the cake and brushed the crumbs
off her suit.

‘I’m sorry...for not coming back.’

‘Don’'t be. It was better that way.” Her eyes challenged him but there was a hint
of asmile. ‘It’s strange the way the tides have washed you up on my beach again,” she
said.

He laughed. ‘ Poetic, but not | think entirely complimentary.’

Then Stefani€e’' s voice was on the com. ‘We' ve got visual.’

On the viewer, everything beneath them was moonlit silver. Above, in the purple
black sky, dark feathery cloud shapes moved slowly beneath a sprinkle of starsand a
huge pale moon. The bare, treeless slopes of the mountains glowed in the distance and
everything was covered in snow.

‘Why would anyone want to live there? Senawondered out loud. Y et she knew
better than most that happiness was not a thing which manifested just because you lived
in a perfect environment.

‘The complex was state of the art 300 years ago when the war broke out.
Helena s ancestors felt lucky to be there. It’s been their home for along time.’

‘How do you know that?

He looked at her and then back at the screen. ‘ Leon sent me there a month
before Lexi was born. The complex needed some work. Helena told me things.’

‘How long did you stay?

‘A couple of monthsin the end. There was alot to get done and he didn’t need
me back until Lexi was amonth old. | had awork team with me for aweek or so. There
was a medic there for the whole time helping her.’

‘And... shesaid.
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‘She looked like you. | kept thinking how it would’ ve been if she was our
daughter.’

‘| see. And Lexi?

‘| was there when he was born Sena.’

‘Thisiswhat you wanted to tell me earlier.’

‘Yes!’

‘And you left them there?

‘I tried to get her to come. She said she had to stay to look after the plants.” His
face was grim. ‘ Another story,” he said.

Y ou haven't been back?

‘ She said it was easier that way. | believed her’

‘And now you fed guilty.’

‘Wouldn't you?

She knew all about guilt. * But she must have had a good reason,” she heard
herself say. ‘Trust her.’

‘She’sdead, Sena.’ His face twisted with grief.

‘Many people die young these days.’

He shook his head. * Don't give me that meaningless, redactor crap.’

She snapped, ‘ It’ s not meaningless, Marco. | find orphans. | deal with death and
suffering most days. She chose her life here. Don’'t negate the meaning she brought to
her own life by feeling sorry for her, or guilty for your own supposed inaction.’

Their eyes locked.

She said, ‘I know how you feel. | understand. Helena did have a choice and she
madeit. Your guilt won't help Lexi and if he senses your anger that won't help either.’

She turned back to the viewer and worried had she said enough or too much?
His breath gentled, slowed. She took a quick glimpse and the hardness about his jaw
had softened. He was looking away at something on the wall and then his attention
shifted back to the screen.

The image of the mountain grew more distinct. The snow glowed with areas like
slightly bluish veins reflecting in the moonlight, shades of white and silver, the odd
patch of dark rock. Marco changed the viewer to awider setting and the mountains
were everywhere and Sena thought, yesit’s barren, but how beautiful. And the space -

she forgot sometimes how big the world was.
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The alarm sounded and the viewer became full of pre-descent prompts. She
fastened the harness and sat back in her seat. That tightness was in her chest again. Her
shoulders were heavy and stiff. Her brain was like grey mud. Estar had been right, damn
him. She should have taken longer to rest, eaten properly.

Stefanie commed, ‘ Landing now.’

The carrier dropped out of the cruise programme. There was the slight pressure
of the antigrav phasing out, then stillness and the strange, falling feeling of the vertical
landing as the carrier descended. It stopped, suspended in hover. The viewer flicked on.
They were just metresin front of the shield door.

‘Cascade Range as requested,” said Stefanie over the com. *What now?

‘Erect the dome and we'll go straight in,” said Marco.

‘Okay. Tesslawill seeto that. She'll wait for you down there.’

On the viewer, they saw aflexible tube of cyst shoot out from around the hatch
and burrow into the snow in front of the shield door. Then Tessl g, fully suited, dlid
down the tube to activate the expansion module.

Marco turned to Sena. ‘ Thisisit then. | guess we' d better get ready.

Waking L exi

The heat setting was on in her suit. Looking outside of the dome it seemed
relentlessly hostile — bare rock, deep snow, ice and radiation. No hope for redemption
there. Why was Hell supposed to have been hot, Sena wondered?

Tessla had lasered the opening in the cyst to form a seal around the door, shiny
black like tech moulded plastic. That seemed so easy compared to what she, Sena, had
to do.

| don’t want to wake him, she thought. | don’t want to be needed.

She gave herself amental shake and reached out with her mind.

- Lexi. Wake up Lexi.

For afew seconds she sensed the joyous surge in his thoughts.

- Mother!
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Sena saw through his eyes the body of athin, pale woman with flyaway blond
hair, looking just as she herself had looked twenty years ago — unmistakeably of her
line. His sadness, his panic, his fear surged through her. There was that tightness again,
a breath-catching, swallow it down urge to burst into tears. She shut her eyes and willed
cam.

—I’m not your mother, Lexi. | am Sena. We' ve come because you called us.

—You sound like her.

- I’'m sorry, Lexi, it'sjust me. We' ve come to help but you'll haveto let usin.
Can you open the door?

- Yes. | can open the airl ock.

- Good boy. Do it now, Lexi. There are three of us by the shield door. I'll be
here in your mind and you can keep talking to me if you want while you do it.

Hedidn't reply for awhile and then he said —It’ s strange. When you speak to me
in my mind, you sound like my mother.

- | think that she was of my line, Lexi. | think you're part of my life legend

He was quiet again, not believing.

- I don't have alife legend.

- Everyone has alifelegend, Lexi. You haven't had a chance to discover yours
yet.

Sena, feeling his empty hopel essness, realised that in his universe where there
were once two, he was now the only one.

- You're not aone now, she said firmly. - Open the door. We will look after

you.

Inside Lexi, courage reasserted itself. - I'm coming now.

He reached out and touched Helena' s face, gently smoothed the long, blond hair
back from the pale forehead.

‘I'll be back soon.’

He climbed off the bed and put on warmer clothes, boots and headlamp. His bike
was outside the living quarters. He switched on both lights, the one on the bike as well
as his headlamp, then rode down the tunnel to the airlock. His radiation suit was
hanging next to the door. It took him alittle while to put it on because his fingers didn’t

want to work properly. Finally he tightened the helmet, tooled the keypad that opened
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the inner door and stepped forward into the air lock. It seemed way too small in there.
His breath began to race. He tooled the inner door shut and his fingers were weak and
trembling when he keyed in the code for the second door. It opened and he went
through, into the exterior chamber and shut the door behind him.

When he entered the code for the final time, the big shield door dlid aside. He
almost fainted when he saw the three figures in their radiation suits. Then he heard
Sena s voice warmly and firmly in his mind.

- It'sdl right, Lexi. I’'m Sena, thisis Tesslaand thisis Marco.

Finding Helena

Marco scooped up the small figure in the radiation suit and felt the rigidity of the
child collapse in onto his shoulder. A shudder and then tears, arms clutched tightly to
him as Sena and Tesslafollowed them into the first airlock.

He mindspoke Lexi - What’ s the code?

- 7222

He entered the number and the shield door closed, then carrying Lexi, he opened
and shut the remaining doors until they found themselves in the tunnel. Squatting
down, he unfastened first his own and then Lexi’ s helmet and he smelled the air and
was flooded by memories. He removed their radiation suits and hung both by the door
then picked Lexi up again. Senaand Tessla had taken off their suits and he mindspoke
Senato push Lexi’s bike.

They could barely see and the cold sucked the heat out of Marco’s bare head.
Lexi still sobbing, flicked on his headlamp and wriggled out of Marco’s armsto go and
switch on the bike light.

‘I can take it now,” he said to Sena

So they followed his sobbing figure like a procession, walking slowly, not
talking. Every doorway was a darker area of grey, and dull lights came on automatically
in the tunnel asthey walked past and went off again when they moved out of range. The
air they breathed chilled their lungs. The floor was hard and unforgiving under their
feet.
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Eventually, when they reached the living quarters the lights were allittle brighter
and Lexi dropped his bike and ran ahead to the growing suite. Marco and Sena followed
through the swinging, double doors and found him in the strangely exotic room off the
main growing room, sitting on the bed beside his mother, facing the door.

Marco went to Lexi’s side. He touched Helena' s face. She was cold, her flesh
solidly resistant.

Lexi had one hand on Helena s shoulder. His other hand he reached out and
Marco took it and looked into those big green eyes.

‘Are you my father?

‘No.’

‘She said you were.’

‘I'mnot.” Lexi’s hand was rougher than he expected and Marco looked down
and noticed the tiny star shaped birthmark on the back of it. Exactly like hisown. He
looked at the eyes, they were green. Should have been blueif, he thought...interrupted
by a sudden wakening of intuition.

‘No Lexi,” hesaid. ‘I'm not your father or you would have blue eyes like mine. |
think maybe I'm Helena sMSD1.” The anger threatened to overwhelm him. He tried to
stay calm but his breath felt like it wanted to explode out of him. Helena had been his
and Sena’s, and Leon hadn’t told him.

‘What'sthat? asked Lexi.

‘In aspecia way, that means | was Helena s father. | think the genemaster made
Helenafrom my sperm and Sena' s egg. Then he gave Grace, Helena, as atiny baby in
her tummy.” He thought, Leon, why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you tell me?

Sena was hammering at his mind. — That’s why we both heard his call!

‘What do you think of that,” he asked Lexi.

Lexi looked uncertain. ‘I guessthat’s all right.’

‘That’s all right with me, too,” said Marco.

‘Will you look after me?

‘Yes!

‘Will you take me to the colonies?

‘Yes!’
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Marco put his arms around him and Lexi’ s face crumpled. ‘ She said someone
would hear me. She said someone would come. | was worried because | couldn’t doit. |
couldn’t call. Why didn’t she help me call before?

‘Maybe she couldn’t,” said Sena.

Lexi sobbed, ‘ She did it before when Grace died.’

Senaknelt next to the bed. ‘When peopl e die something happens to the ether,
Lexi. It's easier to farsense then. That’swhat it’s called when you mindshout along
way. Most people have to be trained to farsense. They can’t just do it when they want
to. You may never be ableto do it again.’

Lexi looked at her. ‘Why didn’t she tell me that?

‘“Why do you think?

Lexi kept looking at Sena.

‘I don’t know,” he said, his voice breaking. Then helaid his head on Helena's
chest and wept and wept.

Helena's Funer al

One of the roomsin the tunnel complex was a chapel and the adjoining room
was the crypt. The following day they held a service there for Helena.

Marco had shown Lexi the cremation bag and explained how it worked.

‘That’ s what Helena told me would happen.’

Lexi gave Marco agold locket on awoven string. ‘ Thisis for some of Helena's
hair.’

In the chapel, Senaread the liturgy for the dead and when she finished, Marco
said, ‘Are you sure thisis what you want Lexi?

‘Yes. Then her spirit will be free to look after the tunnels with Grace and the
others or she could come with me to the coloniesif she wants.’

Lexi scattered dried lavender over Helena s body. Tessla and Stefanie fastened
the bag and set the control. The bag inflated alittle as the current began to run through it
and then went rigid.

Lexi’s sobs echoed off the stone walls. Marco took the letter out of his pocket
that he had found in Helena s diary.
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‘Thisisfor you.’

Heread,

‘To Lexi.

‘I give you to Marco. | think he will be the one who hears your call.

| giveto you the sea, the stars, the sun. All those trees | showed you that day, the
sand, the moon, the blue sky, mountains. People, Earth, the open air, the colonies.
Thank you my little gardener boy. | could not imagine someone | loved more or who
loved me better.

Go and live your life and remember that | will be with you.

| love you.

Helena.’

Senawas looking at him curiously. Marco folded the letter and put itin Lexi’s
hand.

Later that day Sena said, ‘ But you have never worked with children. Y ou have
never had a child of your own.’

He stared at her. Damn her and damn Leon.

‘I have had achild, Sena. | just didn’t realise it at the time.’

He left, storming out and down the long main tunnel towards the storage area. It
was so cold compared to the sea colonies, 8 degrees compared to the 30 plus he was
used to. So sucking cold.

Mental note, he thought. When in tunnels dress appropriately for times of
dissent, especially when Senais around.

His feet ate up the distance. His body warmed and he found himself thinking, if
only | had ahat. My head’ s gonna get frostbite. He laughed. The cold was taking away
his ability to think of anything else.

Sena could not escape being the redactor. It infuriated him. Damned if he was
going to get like that someday.

The cold heaviness of the rock pressed down on him; there wastoo little light to
disperseit, not enough clothes. His feet carried him forward.

Lexi’s bike was propped against the tunnel wall. Inside, lights flickered, candles
burned in ornate holders. The chapel felt quiet and sacred. Lexi sat crying, talking to
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the golden icon on the wall above a carved box that was filled with Helena' s ashes.
Marco listened from the doorway then went over and the boy put one hand on Marco’'s
leg. He had the locket in his other hand.

Hesaid in asmall voice, ‘Marco’s here now, Helena.’

Marco put hisarm around Lexi.

-1 love you, Lexi said to his mother. - Don’t worry, I'll be back.

Marco and Leon

Lexi rode towards the growing chamber and Marco jogged behind him. They
could smell food cooking.

Tessla came out of the kitchen.

‘What' s for dinner? Lexi asked.

‘V egetabl es, seaweed that we brought with us, apple and apricot cake. That good
enough?

Lexi’sface brightened. ' Yummy.’

Tesslawinked at him. ‘Good on ya, Lexi. Go wash up.’

When he' d gone she said to Marco, ‘ Stef just commed. Leon’s arrived.’

Marco returned to his room, looking for warmer clothes. He saw Helena' s diary.
He put on the thick jacket and hat that he and Lexi had found in the storage containers
earlier, and started the long walk back down the tunnels.

He heard the footsteps and saw the grey haired figure emerging out of the
darkness, the slow, swinging stride. Leon stopped and they stood face to face. Leon
looked slumped and tired. Marco stared at him. They didn’t move.

‘It's been awhile,” said Leon.

‘I read the diary. She told him | was his father.’

‘You aren’t.’

‘But I'm her father aren’'t |?

‘Yes!’

‘Why didn’t you tell me? It burst out like a child would say it.
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Leon’s hand came out halfway towards him. Marco ignored it. The hand
dropped.

‘It was an experiment —it’s been going on in these tunnels for hundreds of years.
If I’d told you, you wouldn’'t have |eft her here. She wouldn’t have stayed.’

Marco could see the apology in Leon’s eyes. ‘| was your friend, your only friend
| might add.’

‘Y ou have every right to be angry.’

Marco shook his head. ‘ Thanks for the permission, but stuff you Leon.” He
turned and they began to walk back down the tunnels. Their steps matched, it felt like
old times.

‘In the diary she said that you came every Christmas Eve.’

‘Yes?

‘“Why?

Marco stopped and Leon shrugged.

‘Why not?

‘She said you turned up like fuckin’ Santa Claus. With food and presents.’

‘Isthere apoint, Marco?

‘She says that you gave her acom unit every year and every year she drowned it
in abucket of water. If she hadn’'t said that | think I'd kill you.’

‘Metaphorically ... or literally? Leon shrugged, ‘ It’s the scientist in me. Murder
is so rare these days.’

‘Don’'t try and change the subject. You didn’t tell me. | don’t know if | can
forgive you.’

‘I don’'t know if | can forgive myself.’

Leon

The boy sat next to Sena. She looked so much like Helena that Leon had to stop
for afew seconds. All of the adult eyes turned to him accusingly, and why not he
thought.

Tessla gestured to a heaped plate opposite Sena and Lexi. ‘ Come and sit down.’

‘Thanks.” He took the seat and said across the table to the boy, ‘I’m Leon.’
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‘I know. I'm Lexi.’

‘How are you?

‘My mother died.’

‘I'm sorry.’

‘Metoo.” Lexi looked down into his lap and his eyes began to glisten.

Marco took a seat at the end of the table. ‘How’s dinner? He gestured towards
hisplate. ‘Isit all right or shall we give Tesslathe boot?

Lexi tried to smile. ‘It'sgood,” he said, directing a shy, grateful glance at Tessla.

Tessla' s eyes met Leon’s and she said, ‘He had to put up with their sorry effort
thefirst day, Leon. Stef and | didn’t realise that neither of them knew how to cook real
food.’

‘It was okay,” said Lexi. ‘I think they’ d have been better if they knew where
everything was ...and how the stove worked.’

Leon thought, he’ s kind then and he has manners, Helena

“You just keep thinking that, Lexi,” said Marco, directing a playful look at Sena.
‘Got afavourite recipe?

She smiled. ‘No, it would be fair to say | don’t have any recipe. Sorry Lexi, I've
never learned how to cook. What about you, Marco?

‘Sure | can cook. You tool abutton on the machine and the food pops out.’

Lexi laughed.

Marco said, ‘ Leon can cook though.’

‘I travel alot,” said Leon. ‘I never seem to arrive in time for meals.’

“Who showed you? asked Lexi.

The question was unexpected and the boy was looking at him and he didn’t have
alie prepared. ‘My mother.’

Sena cast him a scornful glance and he shrugged.

‘My mother showed metoo,” said Lexi. He was quiet again, looking at his plate.

No-one spoke and then Sena said, ‘What did she say about eating, Lexi?

‘Shesaid | dways had to eat my vegetables.” Tears were rolling down his face.

‘What do you think then? Do you want to give it ago? It was hard for you
yesterday with me and Marco cooking, but | think it'll be okay thistimeto eat it all up.’

A look passed between her and Lexi. Leon saw the warmth in her eyes and the
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unhappiness on the boy’ s face seemed to drain away replaced by a stoicism out of place
in so young a child. Leon had seen it too many times before.

‘| guess so.” Lexi started to eat.

Leon had been holding his breath. He breathed out slowly and heard sighs and
the scraping of utensils as the others began to eat too. Lexi was tucking in now and
Leon realized the poor little fellow must have been hungry. His own appetite drained
away but he forced himself to eat alittle and it was good. He hadn’t eaten properly since
getting Marco’ s message on the other side of the world. All of that hurrying to get back
and he' d still missed the ceremony.

He thought of other times he' d eaten at thistable. The birthdays, Helena on
April 5 and Grace on March 11. They were both spring babies. He should have made a
date for Lexi’ s birthday too, but he’ d cheated all the time when Grace was alive,
wanting to see her. Although again he wished he'd cheated more and he might have
saved her.

Too late for that. He' d needed to get more in line with the scientific protocols by
the time Lexi turned up. His stomach clenched. How could he keep making the same
mistake?

So it was just Christmas and April 5. Christmas Eve with Lexi asleep. Christmas
cake and nuts, roast vegetables and fish. Packets of flour and sugar for Helena, the
compulsory com unit wrapped in a scarf or something else to disguise it — their annual
joke. Thelast time he had given it to her hidden in the blue hat and tried to insist that
she keep it.

Guilt gouged its way through him.

Grace, I’'m sorry.

He missed her. He missed her. His Grace - tall and strong with that dark hair,
those liquid brown, dark eyes, that incomprehensibly stubborn streak —tenacity like
she’d invented it. That’s where the com-u thing had started. Her annual ritual of
drowning the com-u had become one of Helena s rituals too.

Senalooked at him curiously across the table.

‘Couldn’t help thinking about my own family,” he said because, curse the
woman, she couldn’t read his mind but she was far too astute where grief was

concerned.
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‘Yes. | did have one once,” he said softly, challengingly, coldly and saw her
flare of annoyance and withdrawal.

Leon TellsLexi ThingsHe Needs To Know

Later when dinner was cleared away, Marco said, ‘Why don’t you read to Lexi,
Leon? We have packing to finish.’

Leon hesitated. Sena was staring at Marco.

Lexi said, ‘It'sdl right. | know how to read most of my books myself.’

Leon looked down at him. ‘No, I'd like to. It’sjust that I’ ve never actually read
to achild before. I'm not sure I'll know how.’

‘I'll help you,” said Lexi, reaching out and taking his hand. Le