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      “It is the land of the edge of moorlands


      and the ruin of forests and the twilight before dawn,


      and strange knowledge dwells in it.”




      —John Buchan; Midwinter


    


  




  Book 1




  Chapter 1




  Post Separation Year 32




  Marianne whispered the clues, as she died.




  “Mia, Jo. You need to know...”




  “Grandma? Know what?”




  “It’s important. It’s important. On Grandpa’s computer.”




  Jo and Mia looked at each other. The light was fading. A single flickering taper made the difference in Gran’s living pod, and shadows leapt across the walls.




  “Okay. That’s good, Gran. Rest now.”




  “No, no. You don’t understand. Your granddad and I...”




  “What, Gran?”




  Marianne struggled to breathe.




  “You’ll have to read it, both of you. Promise me.”




  “We will, Gran. Rest now.”




  Granddad’s computer was Mia’s, now.




  Marianne stared into her granddaughters’ faces.




  “He never knew,” she whispered. “Zak never knew I kept files on his computer.”




  “Okay. It’s okay, Gran.”




  “I wrote it all down. It was dangerous, Mia.”




  The girls smiled.




  “Keeping a journal?”




  “What I wrote. What we did. The family... It was dangerous.”




  “Dangerous, Gran? Come on, now.”




  “It was, it was. And—you need to know about it. Him and his experiments. Too clever. And why—we’re different.”




  Different? Yeah, right. They’d been called that, often enough. But they weren’t children, now. They’d learned to live with it.




  “We’ll read it, Gran. Promise. But we want you to rest.”




  Marianne clutched at Mia’s arm.




  “Zak really was crazy, you know. I loved him. I loved him so much. But he was mad.”




  Mia stiffened.




  Oh yes, Granddad was insane. And they were Mad Zak’s family. Two cousins. They would be all that was left, once Grandma died.




  Mia’s vision blurred. She couldn’t look at Jo.




  What a family. Zak—crazy. Marianne—saintly.




  Their mothers! Mia’s mother Morgan—another kind of madness. Uncle Merle—what could you say? Weird at best. Terrifying, distant. Jo’s mother Mel—well, who knew, really?




  Jo—angry and rebellious. Compelled to make pictures. Always in trouble with the Elders. Always ready to fight her corner.




  Mia, herself. Far too clever for her own good. Everyone said so. “Just like grandfather.”... Already tired of being a figure of fun in RoseIsle. Already tired of the taunts from other girls.




  Mad Zak’s granddaughter.




  “I know, Gran.”




  Marianne held Mia’s gaze.




  “I’m sorry” she whispered. “I should have told you sooner. I know that, and I’m sorry.”




  “Hush. Don’t fret, Gran.”




  “You see, we had to work in secret.”




  No, they didn’t see.




  “Gran?”




  “You’ve never known anything but life here in RoseIsle... Remember this—it’s important. Never interfere.”




  Interfere? They smiled at her.




  “It was hard, hard. We only came for a year. A gap year in the Biosphere. I was one of the youngest ever, you know.”




  The old familiar story. Family and RoseIsle legend.




  “Yes, Gran, we know.”




  “And Zak was already a graduate. So clever. What a brain. Unique... He hated it here. Hated being locked in. He didn’t know he would hate it. We were all getting ready to go home. Our year was nearly done...”




  “I know, Gran. Sshh.”




  “We couldn’t imagine... That we would never leave the Biosphere. Zak was counting the days. He couldn’t handle it, being locked up here forever.”




  , he couldn’t. The girls knew that, alright. Mad Zak. Intense. Too intelligent to understand other people. Probably fragile, long before Separation. Jo and Mia had seen how Marianne buffered the rest of the Community, protecting him.




  “So, the computer...”




  Marianne fell silent for a moment.




  “We couldn’t tell anyone, what we did.”




  “Hush, Gran. It’s all right.”




  “It’s not, it’s not. We—had a secret. We could leave.”




  “What?”




  Jo and Mia stared at each other. They must have mis-heard.




  “Zak discovered—how to leave RoseIsle.”




  “Gran...”




  No, that’s not possible Mia wanted to say. Marianne was rambling, now. No one could leave. Even if the Gate could be opened, there was nowhere to go. There was nothing left Outside.




  The world had gone, blasted by deadly radiation.




  Source unknown.




  An empty wasteland. RoseIsle Biosphere was probably the only bubble of life left on Earth.




  Mia chewed at her lip, and stared at her Grandmother’s pale, drawn face. Tiny blue veins covered Marianne’s eyelids, and her breathing was shallow.




  “I wrote it down, Mia,” Marianne whispered. “I wrote it all down. In my journals on Zak’s computer. It’s yours now. Start with a file called MariJ1. Both of you. You both have a right to know. Why your lives have been strange. What went wrong, with Merle and your mothers... Everyone in the family was affected by what we did. By the secrets we had to keep, Mia.”




  Marianne began to cough again.




  Mia held her close.




  “Read it, both of you. It’s up to you what you do after that. Your friend Jack, too. He’s okay. I think... Loyal. Yes, you can trust him, too. But you must promise me - not a word of this to the Elders. Or Sevi. Don’t trust Sevi. Promise me.”




  “Okay, okay, Gran. We promise.”




  * * * *




  And here it was, at last. Her grandmother’s journal. After months of searching the old computer, Mia had found it—the file with the secrets. The one with the answers. Grandmother had whispered the clues, as she died. Mia was holding her breath, as she began to read.




  Her grandmother’s journal.




  This was what she had been looking for… And life was never going to be the same again.




  Chapter 2




  Marianne’s Journal




  Post Separation year 11




  I was just seventeen, when the world came to an end.




  I had come to RoseIsle Biosphere to spend a gap year, and I was one of the youngest ever to be accepted. Every August, the entrance to RoseIsle was opened. Then the new intake—mostly students—could come in, and the gate was sealed for another twelve months.




  We were allowed to bring in only what we could carry. I brought the basics, and my yoga mat. We were encouraged to spend part of our time studying, as well as learning how to live and survive in an eco-friendly way.




  I remember my first view of RoseIsle. It looked like a huge, artificial hill, but the top was a dome to the sky. Sparkling with solar panels, bristling with turbines.




  When the world outside died, my year was nearly over. We were thinking about all the things we had to tell our families and friends and allowed ourselves to start missing them again. The gates could only be opened from outside, and once they were sealed, you were in, for the duration. A whole year.




  Some of us coped better than others with that, and you didn’t know how it would affect you, until you were there.




  RoseIsle is a beautiful, self-contained place, fed by natural internal spring water—although of course that is just for drinking and cooking, and all other uses of water are recycled. The gardens contain every kind of fruit and vegetable, and crops are rotated every year, so that our small community would never go short. Bees hum, birds fly. The trees have already grown tall, reaching towards the triple polarized graphene dome and the sky beyond. They need regular pruning so that the dome isn’t put at risk. A large communal garden, the Rec, is where we gather for leisure and for dancing and a thirty-meter swimming pool stretches alongside. The communal Meeting Hall would take twice our number, easily.




  When the terrible day dawned, it was bright and clear. But later, the sky darkened suddenly through the dome, and some said they felt a tremor in the earth. Not me. We huddled together in the Meeting Hall, as it became obvious that this was no ordinary storm.




  We didn’t even know for sure if the dome would hold.




  The world outside stayed dark for a long, long time. Day turned instantly to night. Olaf muttered about the Norse legends of black rain he remembered from his childhood. Anna’s nematodes began to die too quickly, and Sunni wept. The birds didn’t sing. Eric took to preaching. He called himself “Eric the Cleric.” Not many people listened.




  Andrew MacPherson appeared from his pod wearing one of Jendy’s skimpy discarded dresses, and announced that in future—if he had one—he should be known as Andrea MacPerson. Romana stopped singing.




  Cara sat for long hours by the bee hives, humming and talking softly to the confused bees. Adam retreated to his sleeping pod, and was not missed until it was too late. It seemed he had managed to grow some illegal drugs after all, and now had used them to put himself to sleep forever.




  That was the worst of all, and hit many of us hard. We were desperate, but we recognized that we had become an Ark, and that we might have the gift of survival, if we worked at it.




  How sad, then, to cut life short, if there was a chance.




  No one ever agreed how long the world outside stayed dark. I didn’t really care. Time had become irrelevant, and the important thing was find ways to survive.




  The Elders appealed for help. They explained that we needed anyone who could help to sustain the equipment that might keep us alive.




  Of course there was no shortage of volunteers.




  We had a lot of expertise among us. We nurtured the plants through these dark days, and rationed our water even further, so that they lived, and we did not starve. We did not to give into despair. We watched out for each other, and were prepared to give support to anyone who needed it. I volunteered as a helper, making sure that the Maintainers didn’t forget to eat and drink.




  At last, the darkness outside began to lift.




  So, we have survived.




  Isaac le Fay, my Isaac. He was a maintainer, and we were constantly together. Zak has always been obsessed with his work. He struggled to carry in a small computer, when he arrived. He needed my support more than most. He had known my brother, Fergus, at University.




  After a while, it seemed only natural that Zak and I should stand up together in the Meeting Hall, and claim each other as life partners, before all the witnesses assembled there.




  I moved into Zak’s pod permanently, and his work became mine. He spent many white nights working, while the rest of RoseIsle slept. Zak could do this, because he was responsible for maintaining the power supply, which linked to wind power, wave power, and free floating radiation outside.




  There was no shortage of these, and the last was so high that it could not be measured by our instruments. That was when we knew for sure that no one would ever come to rescue us.




  Zak and I have three children now, two girls and a boy. They are Morgan, Melusine, and Merle. They are small in stature, but they thrive. They are a miracle, born into a place where no life should have survived, but they are not the only amazing thing here.




  Some of us found strange talents—and the time to nurture them. I know I’m not alone in this, although these things are not much talked about. My talent? It’s something I know my own grandmother could do, in her way.




  This will sound strange, I know, but I have a kind of electricity in my hands. When the children are feverish the touch of my hands can help. And Zak’s troublesome computer, which only seems to work when it wants to, seems to like me, too. So I have decided to keep a journal, telling this.




  “We always make choices,” my grandmother used to say, “about good and evil.” I doubt there is any real evil here. We’re all too busy surviving. But people are people, and if cruelty or dissent should arise, what I write here will help to keep me focused on the good things in life.




  * * * *




  Mia Faye smiled to herself as she read her grandmother’s journal. Something she knew she would return to, when her head was clearer.




  Electricity in the hands? Well, maybe. Mia could remember her grandmother’s soothing touch, from her own childhood. When Mia had been afraid, when other kids had taunted her for being “Mad Zak’s grand-daughter”, she had always run to her grandmother.




  Mia’s own mother had been strange. As if she lived her life somewhere else. She seemed to collapse inwardly, in her last months, and although she said very little, she had become kinder to Mia, After years of neglecting her, Morgan would suddenly reach out and hold Mia tight, her eyes bright with tears. More than once, she had warned Mia against Grandfather’s computer, but then seemed to realize that warning was pointless.




  Why had she become so changed? Mia would never know, now.




  Perhaps Grandmother’s journal would offer some clues.




  When she looked back later, Mia would realize how innocent she had been, that day. How little she’d understood. Her world had been small, structured, and not to be questioned.




  RoseIsle was not a place for variety.




  The journals would turn her world upside down.




  But all that was for later.




  For now, other tasks demanded her attention.




  Chapter 3




  On the third level of RoseIsle Biosphere, Mia Faye’s living pod was bare, except for essentials. And the machine, Grandfather Zak’s old computer. It blinked and grunted at her, like a living thing, squatting in the corner.




  Mia ran a hand through her tangled hair.




  Really, she should get out more. Too much time in front of Grandpa’s machine made her eyes ache.




  “Garden time,” she said out loud, although she was alone.




  The machine gurgled at her again.




  “Stop it,” Mia muttered, and walked out of the door.




  She looked down on the Biosphere from the third level walkway. The gardens stretched out below her, some of them food, some of them Rec. Living pods lined the walls. Communal halls led from the garden. Sunlight filtered through the dome, playing on the leaves, and on the water in the pool.




  The pool, Mia thought. Good idea. The pool was what she needed. Twenty lengths would take her away from her obsession, after she had finished her hour in the gardens. Something to look forward to. A reward.




  She heard music begin as she turned the last of the curves to the ground floor. Sweet and high, a lone recorder in the Rec. Not quite a tune, but much more than someone simply practicing scales.




  Leo. Everyone knew him, now, even Mia, who kept herself private.




  “Mia! Mia! Wait for me!”




  “Hey, Jo.”




  “Isn’t that beautiful music? Are you off to the gardens? I am. Come with me to the beehives?”




  “Why not?”




  Jo chattered as they walked together to the hives. Mia smiled and nodded. Jo was easy to be with, and nothing serious needed to be said. Only a few people were tending the bees, and when the girls had done their share, they moved on to vegetables. Everyone did at least an hour a day in the gardens. That was just how it was. No one ever did less. Then, when they had finished, they could take whatever they needed to eat.




  “Swim?” Mia asked, as they filled their greenweave pouches.




  Jo hesitated, and glanced towards the music again.




  Mia smiled.




  “You can still hear him from the pool,” she said.




  “The thing is—”




  “What?”




  “You’ll never guess, Mia. I was in the Rec yesterday, when Leo was practicing.”




  “Oh yes?”




  “Well, we got to talking. As you do.”




  “As you do.”




  “And—I told him that I like to sing. I can’t believe it—he said we should work together, sometime!”




  “Really? Leo Vincente?”




  Jo giggled, and Mia looked at her cousin thoughtfully.




  “Did he mean it?”




  “Course he did! Why wouldn’t he?” Jo paused.




  Leo was in sight now.




  Jo waved, and he waved back. She shrugged apologetically at Mia, and darted across the Rec to meet him.




  Chapter 4




  It had been an innocent encounter.




  A glorious fresh day. When anything could happen.




  Jo had been bored. And frustrated. She emerged from the gloom of the old Library, after another futile search through papers and archives, angry at the narrowness of the information stored there.




  She knew that in earlier times, painters had been able to fix their colors, so that the pictures they created didn’t fade.




  Outside. Before Separation.




  Had their methods been so suspect, that no record was kept of the materials and processes they used? Had their techniques been so resource-unfriendly?




  Was picture-making really as wicked as some of the Plain believed?




  Jo couldn’t believe that.




  She stood for a moment, gazing up at the bright triple-polarized dome of the Community’s sky. Long days, full of light. She liked this time. Like everyone else, she filled the longer days, and slept more during the short, darker days. They had adapted.




  Dark time was a waste, Jo decided. She could only think, in the dark. She couldn’t try things out. And colors weren’t clear.




  Now the light was like crystal.




  The Garden sparkled below her, and she knew that she should go to work for another hour, to shake off her mood of terrible discontent.




  She could even take a little extra produce, to use as best she could, in the pictures.




  Jo sighed. Perhaps it was as well that they faded. There weren’t enough walls in the Community for her. She would have covered them all, given the chance.




  She wandered down to the poolside, and squatted, watching people come and go. This was her second favorite occupation.




  People. How endlessly fascinating they were. The looks on their faces, the lines of their bodies. And here at the Pool—an added bonus—the light on the water. Jo knew that she would never be able to capture that.




  She knew that she should dip. People looked at her. Sitting, watching. She knew that everyone thought she was odd. She’d long since ceased to worry about that.




  She stretched and slipped out of her robe. The water was cool and fresh. RoseIsle was fed by a spring that came from deep within the earth, and which had—so far—not been disrupted, contaminated or dried up. The Pool itself was fed by filtered recycled water, a living example of the genius of Rose Isle Community.




  Jo dipped her head, and opened her eyes, loving this changed view of the world. Rippling and slightly green, with strange light above her.




  She broke the surface again.




  Few people lingered by the poolside, once they’d dipped. They would shake themselves off, and slip back into their robes, drying as they walked away. RoseIsle’s atmosphere was very dry, and always warm, even in the dark days of winter. Constantly heated by vents from the massive underground recycling area.




  Jo strolled back to the Park, still observing. Despite her lack of resources, she sketched in her mind. She did it all the time. She couldn’t help it. She’d long since given up trying to stop.




  One or two people sat, alone, silently in the Park. Many preferred to meditate in the Park on long summer evenings, when the Meeting Hall could feel dusty and gloomy. A couple wandered together in the distance, and Jo altered her route, so as not to disturb them. Although the angle that their bodies made to each other was interesting, and Jo would have liked to study them. But that would not be polite. A small group of Primaries were still clustered about their teacher, although other groups had disbanded and gone home.




  Leo Vincenti.




  He was singing to them. And they sang back. Jo marveled at the joy in their faces as they took turns to sing lines and make noises. Their teacher was very intent, looking at each little face in turn, willing them to produce the right words, keeping the rhythm going.




  Somehow, thought Jo, he managed to smile and frown at the same time, as he encouraged the Primaries in his strange, intense way.




  Clever.




  Frustration swept over her again, as she realized that she couldn’t hold the memory of his expression in her mind long enough to reproduce it. Or could she? Jo studied the group, forgetting how rudely she was staring. His mouth smiled, but his eyes were stern.




  There was no doubt that the children loved him. The song ended with a triumphant shout from every throat, and the Leo looked up. Straight at Jo. Had he known that she was staring at him all the time, even through his involvement with the song?




  Jo blushed.




  “Are you all right?” he asked, concerned. And then, remembering their earlier conversation, “You sing, don’t you?”




  Chapter 5




  Marianne




  11 years Post Separation




  It’s a funny thing, knowledge, my Grandmother said. And she was one to know. She knew a lot of things, before she should.




  Grandma knitted like other women weave. The stitches were regular knit-and-purl, but the vivid colors followed no preconceived pattern. They grow from each other, she said. The next one follows, because the last one was there.




  “Cause and effect,” my brother said.




  She nodded.




  “Isn’t everything?”




  “So you could predict anything?” my brother asked, worried.




  “Yes.” Grandmother smiled. “But... I can be wrong.”




  Well, we never knew her to be wrong. Strange, untidy, preoccupied. But never wrong.




  If she casually said “Two people will die on Tuesday,” you knew that she’d dreamed. A road accident would claim the lives, or a fishing boat would sink, out in the bay.




  She didn’t will events to happen, merely reported them. A little ahead of time. Consequently, Time fascinated us. Especially my brother.




  “Time is a circle,” said Gran’s friend, Victoria. “Like the Dance.”




  “Time is linear,” my brother would scowl. Then he would return to furiously surfing the internet.




  “Time is like knitting, Marianne,” Grandma whispered softly to me. “The stitches follow each other. This stitch is on this row... But is it? If they didn’t loop back to the ones before, everything would fall apart.”




  I told my husband, Isaac LeFaye, of these conversations many years later, during the long, dark months, after the End of the World. And he was inspired.




  But then, perhaps Grandma had known he would be.




  Chapter 6




  Zak’s brain works strangely, going off at tangents, remembering and relating things long forgotten. He knew my brother Fergus. But Fergus stayed Outside, and therefore must now be dead. There is no-one to rival Zak, now.




  He has passions that no one else understands. I like to think that I contribute to his ideas, but I would be lying if I said that I knew how I help. He likes to hear me talk of conversations at home, Fergus and me. And about Grandma, who had some pretty strange ideas, herself.




  He doesn’t know it, but he gave me the idea for this secret journal. I want to remember things that might someday be important.




  I wonder, will anyone ever read it?




  Probably not.




  That’s in the hands of the gods.




  “Where is the safest place to keep a secret?” Zak asked me once, before we were married. “Within the public domain!”




  I was uncomfortable with this concept of secrets. Why should I need to keep secrets? Secrets were for shameful things. And I never bothered with anything that might shame me.




  “Well, private things then,” Zak amended, catching my thought, as he often did. He was good at that.




  Privacy. Another difficult concept, these days. In our Community, real privacy is unlikely. RoseIsle is now all that survives of the world that was. And we must share everything, to some degree. But for some reason, thinking of secrets reminded me of a time when my brother had wanted to be invisible. I laughed, and told Zak. That’s the sort of weird thing that he enjoys.




  “It’s about thought,” Fergus had insisted.




  “What?”




  “Look,” Fergus explained, “if you go into an empty place, you know it’s empty. It feels empty. A place that has someone in it—if you listen, you can feel that they’re there. However well they hide, however silent...”




  This was true. I knew what he meant.




  Ah, how long ago. His idea is harder to test, now, since we all must live together within our Community. All that is left Outside is radiation.




  But Zak liked that game. I reminded him of my brother’s wild ideas. He became very excited.




  “I remember!” he cried. “Fergus said that if we practiced centering down so that we stilled our minds completely…”




  “Like Yoga,” I prompted.




  “No one would know that we were there!”




  He hurried away to work on the machine he’s modifying. I suppose I know that I shall always be second place to the machine. But he’s worth it.




  I have Life. I’ve found Love. We’ve survived the end of the world. How lucky can you get?




  I sit down comfortably, and center my mind, after the custom of our Community.




  I am calm.




  I am strong.




  I am there for Zak and the children.




  I am good at centering.




  So what, if it does make me invisible? Centering down is our traditional way of saying Thank You for all the blessings of surviving the end of the world, here in RoseIsle Community.




  A sealed biosphere, surviving a blasted world.




  Finally, I decided.




  I would not vanish without trace. I would keep a journal of my own.




  I would keep it on file, within his own beloved machine. A most obvious and unlikely place.




  A small item, but something of my own.




  Memories.




  Chapter 7




  Memories of my Mother and Grandmother, gazing at the sun across the sea. The sea! My brother’s passion for the planet.




  “What do you think? Is this pink one of those in the sunset?” My Grandmother is extracting a new strand of wool from her bag. “Does this turquoise match the edge of the sea?”




  Strange discussions.




  “Grandma is not well today. It’s the Virus,” Mum said.




  “Oh, no! That will scramble her circuits!”




  My brother, Fergus, worries.




  “Not that kind of virus, silly.”




  “Is there a difference?”




  Grandma smiling, even more light-headed than usual.




  “No, not really. I suppose.”




  She sighed.




  “Will we catch it?” Fergus wanted to know.




  “No....”




  “Jake’s machine picked up a virus from some imported software. What a mess,” Fergus said.




  Mother frowning.




  Grandma smiling.




  “Well, maybe we’re just part of the gods’ computer game, after all,” Grandma said.




  “I would not have thought of that,” Mother said, sharply, signifying that she didn’t want to think about that.




  “We could be a computer game.” Grandma smiled gently at us.




  “Then who are the Gremlins?” Mother said, archly, trying to rubbish this discussion before it got too deep.




  The hardware in our house was notorious for its gremlins. Cottages in previous times had brownies and boggarts, but ours had gremlins. We’d learned to live with them.




  Mum headed for the kitchen.




  “Maybe the gremlins are a type of Virus?” suggested my brother.




  Grandmother pondered, and Victoria smiled.




  “The thing is,” Grandma said, after a while, “people miss the point about viruses.”




  “The point of viruses?”




  My brother’s brow wrinkled like an old man’s.




  “But if we’re a huge computer game...” he persisted.




  “Why not? Maybe we’re in overload, or the virus is a built-in fail-safe. Run out of memory? Delete old files. Let’s get rid of those dinosaurs.”




  Fergus frowned.




  “Or all the people—I mean species—who cut down too many trees will destroy themselves by losing the oxygen the trees produce. Somebody estimated that for every species alive today, about four hundred others have probably become extinct. Nature tries things out, and discards some. Balance.”




  My brother’s face cleared.




  “Cause and effect?”




  “Cause and effect.”




  We both stared at Grandmother, knowing that the Virus was killing her. And she didn’t seem to mind.




  “Mum says Viruses are bad,” I said. “We’re all fighting a war against them.”




  Grandma sighed.




  “People always say that. Viruses are bad for individuals. Truth is—it’s a balance. Evolution discards and changes things, because it’s about trying to keep the Balance.”




  She closed her eyes, tired.




  Are we players in some game, then? If I hide these thoughts and memories within the machine’s RAM, will they evolve into gremlins—and eventually alter its functions?




  Oh well, time to cook. Close down now.




  Chapter 8




  RoseIsle was buzzing with the news that Leo Vincente was going to perform solo at the next dance. Everyone in the community had heard at least snatches of what he was going to perform. And everyone loved what they heard.




  Leo had written the words and the melody. He would play his recorder. He needed someone to sing, but if he had no singer, the words would have to wait, for now.




  Mia felt somewhat isolated. Jo was not just her cousin, but almost her only real friend, apart from Jack, of course. And now Jo was stuck on Leo.




  But never mind. Mia would continue her studies. The computer was a vast store of information, just waiting to be found and accessed. Between that and her community commitments, Mia had never really felt lonely.




  She had always been quiet. Shy. Aloof, some said.




  There were always casual conversations in the Rec or the gardens, of course. She swam every day. She always felt that the old computer had been left to her by her grandparents for a good reason. Perhaps they had seen in her the potential to access its secrets. She had discovered the beginnings of her grandmother’s journal. Who knew what else might be hidden within it, that could be developed to help the community?




  Her grandfather had been remembered for helping RoseIsle, but he had died without explaining how, exactly.




  The Elders did not care for machines, and although they tolerated the few still around, their disapproval was not something to be invited.




  Every one of the Elders was Plain, and their rule was absolute. Should they decide against an activity, they had the power to summon an individual, and the case would be held in the Meeting Hall. The Elders would quietly confiscate the offending equipment.




  You knew when you had been “Eldered.”




  Sometimes there was unpleasantness. It grew out of the frustration and claustrophobia that was RoseIsle’s life. The Elders did not tolerate bullying, and regarded it as a crime.




  Mia had found herself bullied—or at least picked upon—when she was younger. Two older girls, Zara and Layla, had taken to following her, making very cruel remarks. Mia had no idea why. For amusement, perhaps.




  “Mad Zak’s grand-daughter” they had called her, and for a while it seemed that everywhere she turned, they appeared. Mia became more and more reclusive.




  Jo was furious, when she found out, and it was she who persuaded Mia to approach the Elders. That was terrifying, too. What would they say? Would they assume that she had done something to deserve it?




  But Jo said it had to stop, and went with her to complain.




  The Elders listened very seriously, and asked her to repeat herself several times. They withdrew for a while, and talked among themselves.




  Then they sent for Zara and Layla.




  At first the other girls denied everything, and Mia’s heart sank. She had no proof, and she could only imagine that they would be even more cruel, in future. But Jo had heard them, and spoke up, explaining that their comments were causing Mia pain, and that she was becoming afraid to be out and about.




  The Elders listened.




  They explained to the two older girls that their behavior was unacceptable. That RoseIsle was too small and too tightly-knit for people to live their lives feeling threatened or intimidated. They asked them for an explanation of their behavior. Zara became flushed and angry, and finally said that Mia’s very existence offended her, because she was “stuck-up”. Layla began to weep softly.




  “Mia is allowed to be a quiet person,” one of the Elders pointed out. “Everyone can’t be the same.”




  The Elders insisted on counseling for Zara and Layla, to find the cause of their anger and unpleasantness. They were warned to stay away from Mia—and Jo—and never to bombard either of them with unpleasant remarks again.




  If they were to be reported again, the Elders warned, there would be serious consequences.




  Chapter 9




  The bullying stopped. Although of course they would all see each other regularly—RoseIsle was much too small to avoid people—Zara and Layla never made unpleasant remarks to Mia again. Layla always looked ashamed, and Zara always looked angry. They had been labeled as trouble-makers, and Zara blamed Mia for that.




  But nothing was said.




  It had not happened within Mia’s lifetime, but it was said that the Elders could, if they chose, banish an offender into a place by the Power Tower, from where they would never return.




  Mia shivered at the thought. But of course, it was important that the balance was not disturbed, in RoseIsle.




  She still kept out of view as much as possible, and quietly carried on exploring the old machine. She socialized little, only at the monthly gatherings, where she did not have to be more than one in the crowd.




  The dance came round quickly, and everyone made ready.




  Some decorated their greenweave smocks with flowers, and others wore their grandparents’ old jewellery and clothes. These were ragged now, but still beautiful and unusual, startling in a world where bright artificial fabrics could no longer be made. Many wore nothing at all, but decorated their hair with flowers and little combs carved from discarded pieces of wood.




  Mia had an old, purple, gauzy scarf, that had been her grandmother’s treasure, to add to her greenweave. She was leaving her pod when she heard the music begin, and ran down to join the swarm of people heading for the Rec. People linked hands, and the dance that had begun as a circle or two quickly grew into larger circles of people, laughing and prancing across the camomile lawn.




  Everyone loved these times. Although some of the work detail was less pleasant than others, especially in Recycling, everyone enjoyed what they had to do, and played hard, too. It was silently understood that they needed to celebrate the life they had been given. The dancing grew faster as the music grew louder, and sometimes people fell away from the dance, laughing and exhausted, to sit for a while and watch the others.




  Mia finally felt ready to collapse, and broke her grip, but Jack had joined her from nowhere and kept hold of her hand. They fell to the ground laughing.




  Mia found that there were suddenly tears in her eyes. Again. Ridiculous.




  She brushed them away.




  “Hey, Mia, I’m sorry.”




  Jack took her arm. There it was again; easy, physical contact.




  “You’re sorry? You’ve done nothing to be sorry for, Jack.”




  “Oh, Mia!” Jack hugged her impulsively, and grinned.




  How strange to be hugged like that.




  “It’s okay to miss her, you know. It’s only been a couple of months.”




  True. Only a couple of months since Grandmother died...




  “Be brave,” Jack whispered.




  Brave? She was timid. She lived quietly and privately. Strange feelings flooded through her.




  “I’m sorry,” she said. “How churlish you must think me. I think of no-one but myself, and nothing but my work. What a self-centered wretch I am.”




  Jack smiled. His eyes denied Mia’s statement.




  “Let us Plainspeak,” he said. He took Mia’s arm, and pulled her to her feet. They began to walk. “It’s okay to grieve.”




  He paused, and turned to face Mia again.




  Mia swallowed hard.




  “Don’t pity me,” she warned.




  “No” Jack agreed. “I don’t. But... I… You are a special person, Mia Faye.”




  Special? Mia wondered at that. Mia found herself listing all her terrible faults. Timidity, self-righteousness, self-absorption. Misuse of resources.




  Oh dear.




  Jack gently drew Mia’s head on to his shoulder, and held her close.




  Suddenly, Mia was very, very tired; like a child who has been running hard. She found that there were tears in her eyes again. What was happening to her? Where did these tears keep coming from? Where had her tough academic integrity disappeared to?




  When was the last time that anyone had shown her this sort of affection? Grandmother.




  Mia Faye began to cry quietly. Jack understood something of the human condition. He believed that a child lived on in every adult, and was not embarrassed by tears.




  “I can’t make you any promises, you know,” Mia muttered into Jack’s shoulder. “I’m not a physical person.”




  Jack nodded.




  “That’s all right,” he said. They watched the Dance together, Jack’s arm around Mia. Mia’s head on Jack’s shoulder. Seeking comfort.




  The music stopped. Now Leo Vincenti stepped forward, alone. He played scales for a few heart beats, and then the melody emerged, clear and sweet. Everyone fell silent. Mia was aware of Jack’s eyes upon her, and she closed her own, to listen better. It was the beginning of something good.




  She could feel it in the air.




  Chapter 10




  Marianne




  Post Separation Year 12




  Another memory troubles me tonight, as I sit in our living pod. The twins are asleep, and I have only Zak’s beloved machine for company. Miracles.




  In Meeting today, Andrea MacPerson spoke in her deep, mellow voice of miracles. Longingly and movingly. Her words stirred many, speaking to their condition.




  We have all hoped and prayed for a miracle.




  “We are being ridiculous,” said Jendy Crawford. And her face was full of light. She shook with passion. “We are a miracle, Jendy said. The miracle is—we Live.”




  A paradox.




  We already are—the answer to our own prayers. And some of us cannot see it.




  The Plain Elders dislike the use of the word miracle. For them it smacks of superstition. They would put away the word itself, along with anything else that inspires Wonder.




  But I still Wonder.




  “We live beyond the time of miracles,” announced Ben Burrows, one of the Plain.




  He sat down firmly, as if to say there will be no further discussion on this.




  But in my heart, old voices whisper.




  “It was before your time, Katy. I was very young myself,” Grandmother said to our mother, “but the collapse of the Berlin Wall was a Miracle.”




  I wonder if I sound so dogmatic to my children?




  My mother was not so sure.




  “There was no real, sound political reason for the Eastern Block’s about-face. So why did it happen?”




  “They put the wrong man in power?”




  “Rubbish. He was a solid, committed Communist, with a proven record. Then he just changed his mind, and began to dismantle things... He lost everything as a result. Why?”




  “Lots of people were praying for Peace.”




  “We are the People of Peace,” Fergus muttered.




  “Correct. For many years. Prayer can cause miracles.”




  “So—why now?”




  We were doubtful. Miracles? Not my strong point.




  “Signs and wonders,” Grandma muttered. She paused to drink her milk. “Young folk seeing visions and old folk dreaming dreams.”




  Well, you couldn’t ever argue with Grandma about dreams.




  She had Knowledge. Strange knowledge.




  * * * *




  Mia paused in her reading. Of all the histories she had read, she had never found anything like this. Discussion was not encouraged at this level, in RoseIsle. The Elders would disapprove.




  “I would not have thought of that,” one would say, and the subject would be closed forever.




  She began to realize how lucky she had been, born into a family where creativity and imagination were not discouraged. And more—these were her own ancestors, talking to each other!




  A window into another world.




  Marianne’s journal already had a grip upon Mia’s heart. She was thinking things she had never thought before. She described her find to Jo, but her cousin was not impressed. Perhaps you had to be there.




  Once she had completed her time in the Garden, she would be back to read more.




  Chapter 11




  Marianne




  Post Separation Year 13




  Now I must record what seems to have been happening on Zak’s computer, incredible as it may seem. When I stand by the machine, Zak can now find his way into programes that we never knew existed in there. He says that he has been trying to develop new features, within the hardware, but because this is trial and error, he doesn’t really know how he got to them.




  He has managed to establish a link from the desktop, though.




  When Zak accesses this, the screen clears—as long as I stand there, with my hands on the computer! We see people. They are dressed in strange ways, and they live quiet lives. Sometimes we hear bits of their conversation, but their accents are strange and thick, difficult to understand. Some of it may indeed be in a foreign language, it’s hard to tell. The women wear long dresses, and the men wear boots and breeches.
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