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Prologue

Harenae, meaning ‘grain of sand’, is a mythical world that provides the setting for a tale of three cities. The story centres around a group of young engineers as they are thrust into a world that is not as they expected. The tale takes a human mindset into an ant-like world. The characters explore their individual freedoms through a collectivism lens. Through his unique dream experiences, Obsidian gains unique insights into the meaning of actions, events, and life in the universe.

When we look at an ant, is it really a discrete individual creature or a component of a larger organism, like a blood cell in a human body?

The tale explores the struggle of intelligent life to control chaos and the inevitability of competition, change, and repeatable patterns.
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Part 1:   



Emergence

The underground city of Souterrain was the crowning epicentre of the known world. Inside the city, the latest batch of young engineering graduates prepared for their big day. After what seemed like an age to the young graduates, they were to visit the surface for the first time.

Each and every graduate wanted to make their mark on the world.

Years of learning and honing skills under the tutelage of proven masters would soon be put to the test.

Obsidian was one of the young engineers. His name came about due to his unusually dark complexion. After a restless sleep, he buzzed with a mix of excitement and anxious anticipation about graduation day. Making last-minute preparations for the dawn muster on the surface, he was confident to begin his working life as an adult citizen of Souterrain.

A prolific dreamer, Obsidian reflected on a dream from his restless night. In the dream, he remembered feeling frustrated and unable to find a way out. He had no memory of where he was in the dream or what situation he was trying to get out of. Only residues from the dream remained in his consciousness. An unusual sense of panic and frustration clawed at his normal veneer of calm assuredness.

Obsidian enjoyed reflecting on his dream experiences. One of his favourite dream experiences was flying. In his dreams, sometimes he could simply jump and kick his feet hard in a breaststroke fashion 1
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to fly above the tallest pine trees. The exhilarating freedom and joy from flying dampened the sense of foreboding that lingered from the previous night’s dream.

In the dream, someone had been watching or pursuing him maliciously. He remembered the feeling of panic after looking back over his shoulder, sensing danger but only seeing darkness. The dream ended abruptly, leaving him in a cold sweat. He tried desperately to re-imagine the dream, attempting to add his own happy conclusion.

He liked dreams that ended in triumph, where he was a winner. On this occasion, like every other, he was disappointed by the lack of authenticity from the contrived endings that his awake mind tacked on. They never succeeded in providing closure.

There’s just no joy from an ending to a dream concocted by my conscious mind. These endings seem false. The dreamt version is always more real, he thought.

The not-so-rested Obsidian gathered his tools and provisions and joined the stream of graduates marching toward the biggest day of their lives. He was excited, but not bouncing with his usual energy.

Feet clattered and bodies rustled as the thick band of graduates bundled their way along the many passages and tunnels toward the surface. Step by step, the excitement grew as they edged closer to the surface . It’s great to be part of a team, despite this claustrophobic overcrowding of the passageways,  Obsidian thought as he jostled shoulder to shoulder with the eager bunch of engineers.

Their private mutterings transformed into rhythmic mumbles as the sound reverberated off the vermiculite-coated tunnel walls. The hum, like a small motor, seemed to power the group along.

Obsidian had only seen pictures of the surface world before. As he approached the surface opening, the shafts of light streaming into the tunnel created a golden glow. The raw freshness made him squint.

2
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At the surface, they were bombarded by an array of new sensations.

The noise from wind and surface creatures, smells of earth, and fragrant flowers assaulted their senses. The feel of the earth beneath their feet was the only constant. Obsidian appreciated the familiar feeling of solid ground beneath his feet amid the cacophony of new experiences.

‘Attention!’ bellowed Captain Eros. All the graduates quickly formed a neat line as they had practised many times before. The fifty graduates faced their captain with more saucer-shaped eyes than usual as adrenaline and wonder from the alien surface environment took effect.

‘You have all trained for this day and are now ready to work and make a positive difference for Souterrain,’ Captain Eros explained.

Obsidian  admired  Captain  Eros. The  confident  swagger  and  the strong deep rumble of his voice made him easy to listen to and easy to follow.

‘Fall in line and follow me. We’re in for quite a hike today,’ rumbled Captain Eros as he turned to lead the march.

Arlo exchanged an inquisitive glance with Obsidian as the troop broke into a trot. They were about ten rows behind the captain.

Talking was kept to a minimum during the march. Arlo was physically stronger than Obsidian; however, he preferred to defer to Obsidian when making decisions or solving problems. They were good friends.

Arlo was easily recognisable; he had more angular facial features than most Souterraineans. His appearance gave the impression of someone  who  enjoyed  eating;  his  jaw  muscles  bulged  and  flexed noticeably whenever chewing food, which was often.
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The group bustled along behind their captain. The stream of graduates flowed this way and that behind the captain’s lead as they navigated uneven terrain and vegetation that made keeping a straight-line route impossible. At times, Arlo caught glimpses of other groups of Souterraineans racing alongside the engineering troop. At one stage, he and Obsidian clattered into the graduates in front. Another group had cut across their path, causing the engineers to come to a staggering halt. It was busy and chaotic on the surface.

The undulating terrain featured the occasional large tree that thrust skywards. Otherwise, it was rocky boulders skirted by spurts of grass and high thickets of shrubby plants. The sun felt warm.

Like being cuddled by a loving soul,  thought Obsidian. The dazzling sun energised them, and everything seemed nourished by its warm energy. The troop swept effortlessly over the ground as they marched relentlessly toward their destination.

As engineers, they knew the importance of teamwork to create a prosperous society. While teamwork was the overriding way things got done in Souterrain, each graduate strived to be the best team member they could be. Being the best individual in the best team led to fame and exciting new opportunities. This thinking had been constantly drilled into them throughout their schooling.

To Arlo’s  relief,  the  march  finally  ended.  They’d  been  going  hard for nearly the whole day. He immediately set about tidying himself up for the briefing that would soon follow, excited to find out what duties would be assigned. Within minutes, the graduates assembled as they’d been trained to do so many times before.

Obsidian  nodded  his  appreciation  at  being  assigned  to  the  field engineering team. Arlo winked and gave a discreet thumbs up to Obsidian when Captain Eros announced, ‘The engineers are going to build a bridge across the ravine to provide access to a new territory for 4
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‘I  am  so  excited! A  bridge  on  our  first  day!’  muttered Arlo,  his smile stretching all the way to his ears.

The worksite was soon bustling as foragers, hunters, scouts, troopers, and service units all combined to speed up the bridge build.

Traffic  control  officers  regulated  the  interactions  of  troops  moving through  the  work  area.  Some  were  on  different  missions,  either returning to Souterrain or moving further afield.

Obsidian and Arlo were assigned to the bridge foundation unit, under the command of Fez. Fez was an experienced engineer who’d led  hundreds  of  construction  efforts.  Obsidian  vividly  remembered Fez’s famous ‘Monument Bridge’ that featured as a case study in their tuition. The bridge was used as an example of turning function into art.

The ‘Monument’ bridge was designed to look like two arms reaching out and holding each other at the elbow and wrist. The Monument bridge was initially constructed to connect two roadways separated by a creek; however, these days it was mostly appreciated for its beauty.

Unlike the Monument, the bridge they were to build today was not meant to be fancy. It was not intended to stand for very long; the key was for it to be erected quickly. The bridge was to be built entirely from one side of the ravine. The section spanning the divide had to be stiff enough to carry a troop.

Fez explained the design. ‘The single span will be anchored to a hinge joint attached to the foundation on the near side of the river. We will extend the spanning section incrementally until it is long enough to reach the far side. …’ Fez paused and stared at the engineers facing him to ensure they were paying attention before continuing. ‘… I will decide when it is long enough. We’ll lower it onto the adjacent bank of the river.’ Fez pointed to the flat ground and motioned with his arms to show how the span would be lowered. He added, ‘It doesn’t need to be pretty, but it does need to carry this lot safely across. No shortcuts!’
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Arlo and Obsidian were disappointed not to be involved in the bridge design work; however, they accepted the need to learn from the bottom up. ‘I guess we’re going to be moving agglomerate and installing reinforcing,’ said Obsidian.

Fez said, ‘I can study. I can learn, but it is only when I do that I really know. This bridge structure is all about function. Function is the useful part of any building.’ He peered at the young engineers as a mischievous grin emerged from his bearded face.

Fez went on, ‘Art is about the useless, the things that exist only for the expression of thought and for the questioning of why. Art is the only truly enduring feature of any construction; however, the only enduring feature of this bridge will be the benefits of the harvest that it facilitates.’

The construction site became a frenzy of activity. The structure took shape step by step and piece by piece. They worked through the night, only taking breaks for food and drink. The Souterraineans were accustomed to working in the dark; however, the drop in temperature out in the open made them shiver. When the graduates watched their first sunrise through squinted eyes, they welcomed the warming light.

As the day strolled along and the hot sunny sky turned to broken clouds,  Obsidian  was  intrigued  by  the  fluffy,  seemingly  weightless swirls and pillows forming in the sky. For him, the surface world was dynamic wonder to ponder. His muscles ached from the strain of many hours of repetitive effort carrying and placing agglomerate.

The cliff face on the ravine was sheer and the river below seemed too distant to be real or inspire fear of falling.

While  daydreaming  of  what  it  would  be  like  to  fly  across  the ravine, Obsidian heard a commotion. Someone lost their footing.

Now fully alert, he turned to see flailing, desperate hands trying to cling to the crumbling cliff face. Loud cries of alarm rang over the worksite as those nearby rushed to help the stricken individual. They quickly formed a chain of arms, linked just like the Monument Bridge 6
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Just as it looked like everything would work out safely, the poor soul’s grip gave way. The rescuers grasped at thin air. The body seemed to float in slow motion for a while as it fell into the ravine.

The face of the falling engineer stared back at his colleagues with the astonished and confident certainty that these were the last moments of his life. Spiralling down, looking smaller and smaller, the body began to tumble over and over, spinning in the air and finally disappearing into the white water below with barely a noticeable splash as the current quickly swept the body away. Obsidian thought,  It’s as if the person had never existed. 

With a mix of shock and a calm realisation that nothing more could be done, the group dutifully went straight back to work. Obsidian sensed a quieter mood hanging over the crew. A greater level of care was evident in those working close to the edge. A few hours later, Obsidian began to wonder,  Did what I witnessed even really happen? 

My initial vivid recollections have already begun to fade.   It makes me wonder whether it was just an illusion.

Everyone was busy, terribly busy. A growing sense of urgency began to dominate every spare conscious thought. The job was getting done. The structure would be ready soon. Obsidian wondered,  Will my lasting memory of this structure be the face of the person who perished? The face of someone realising their future was unexpectedly about to disappear. All the could-haves and should-haves folded into a last surreal moment. It’s impossible  to comprehend the emotion of the person realising his life was about to end. An ending that could not and should not have been anticipated for one so young. 

Fez, arms waving, called an end to construction. Arlo gazed at the span thrusting upward from the foundation like a spear. The whole structure was held by gossamer-thin lines that would be used to lower it into place. Arlo thought,  These lines seem impossibly thin to hold 7
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the weight of the span. Will the span even be long enough to reach the other side? 

Captain Eros ordered the graduates to take a break and share a drink. The sweet nectar provided was specially designed to refuel their tired bodies. Arlo hummed an old children’s song. ‘ There were forty-nine green bottles standing on the wall and if one green bottle should accidentally fall, then there will be forty-eight green bottles standing on the wall.’ Arlo wondered who  might disappear next .  He realised that the song was inappropriate, but he couldn’t get it out of his head.

A horn signalled that their break was over. Fez was in charge, slowly waving and signalling as he orchestrated the lowering of the bridge. The fluffy clouds had turned dark grey, and the warm sun was completely hidden. The cooling air began to feel heavy.

Was this the sky’s attempt to mourn the fallen engineer?  Obsidian wondered. As the span crept ever closer to its resting place on the other bank, foragers began to muster restlessly behind the engineering team.

‘Will they even do a safety test on this before they start racing over it?’ whispered a concerned Obsidian to the graduate standing next to him.‘We shall see. That’s certainly what is supposed to happen,’ came the response.

The bridge continued its smooth and steady descent until it touched neatly onto the other side with a subtle  click, not the heavy  thud expected by the graduates.

An even more dynamic scene unfolded as foragers flowed toward the bridge like water. They were initially held up by a line of troopers who compressed the throng like a bubble in a pipe, trying to provide enough time for the senior engineers to cautiously inspect the bridge.

The engineers were quick to shore up the far side supports needed to anchor the structure firmly in place.
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A horn sounded.

Obsidian moved to fall into line, awaiting his next instructions. The troopers’ ranks parted and the foragers streamed out onto the bridge.

Some stumbled in the rush as others raced past. Obsidian noticed that some foragers didn’t have baskets or trailers to collect their produce.

These were the motivators. Their job was to keep the other foragers moving efficiently.

Fez explained, ‘We’ll move in behind the foragers. You are to assist by assembling platforms where needed and doing what is necessary to support a safe and efficient harvest. I’m not crossing the bridge with you. For now, you’ll take directions from Captain Eros.’

Arlo and Obsidian looked at each other questioningly. Arlo said,

‘Crazy day; nothing like I imagined.’ Obsidian had drifted into one of his trance-like states and did not answer.  I wonder where he goes, thought Arlo before shaking his friend. He asked, ‘Hey, are you okay?’

Obsidian snapped out of his inner contemplation. ‘Let’s see what the day throws up next,’ he replied.

‘You’ve got to stop that daydreaming, man,’ said Arlo.

Together, they scrambled to catch up to the last of the clattering foragers. The many feet scuffed up reddish dust from the dry ground that caked onto the sweat-laden skin and hair of the Souterraineans.

Obsidian thought,  These sweat-congealed dust masks create a fearsome and desperate appearance.

Split was an experienced forager who expected this to be an eventful harvest. New harvest areas always turned up a few surprises. She took deep breaths to remain calm and ready. She’d already survived several campaigns and knew the importance of being a top performer on the 9
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foraging team.  Never be too far out in front and don’t get left behind, she reminded herself .  That strategy had served her well to date.

The motivators busily whipped up the enthusiasm, as was their purpose. Split sensed that extra motivation wouldn’t be needed that day .  Recent harvesting campaigns had delivered lower returns than expected. Split had no doubt that this was the reason they were sent to this new untouched region.

Souterrain had little tolerance for ambiguity or underperformance.

Any poor performance was reviewed. A leader responsible for a poorly executed mission could expect to be removed. Forager leaders were usually appointed by their peers. Often, these leaders were reluctant, experienced campaigners who found themselves pushed into the spotlight by a team looking for someone proven and trusted.

Split was not the fastest forager, though she was still quick. It was her capability to analyse a situation and make fast and sound decisions that separated her from others.

Foragers had to be prepared for anything, especially when entering a new harvest area. ‘Better to take the time to assess. Apply maximum effort once you know where to apply it,’ Split advised her team. She realised that this strategy could mean others who were more brash and daring might win the spoils. She’d seen enough heroes.  They shine brightly for a while before ending up dead,  she thought. Foraging was potentially a dangerous job. The need for urgency and being the first on the scene exposed them to all kinds of hazards.

The land on the other side of the bridge was more organised and cultivated than Split expected. The bridge creaked and wobbled noticeably in the middle as they made their way across. ‘These plants have clearly been tended by someone. Someone must own the produce,  ’  Split muttered.

Soon  Split  was  off  the  bridge  and  amongst  foragers  who  were already  busy  with  their  first  pick.  Exotic  fruits  and  nuts  were interspersed with vegetables such as beans and peas and even the odd 10
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Split  focused  her  efforts  on  gathering  the  highest-value  goods.

She was ably assisted by her long-term friend, Glim. Glim was an exceptionally well-built forager with a square-set jaw and a no-nonsense demeanour that sometimes masked his sincere and caring nature. Glim liked Split’s common-sense intelligence, and he knew that working together they were more likely to earn the most value from their effort. Split yelled over the market-like noise, ‘Focus on the fungi around the base of the fruit trees! This type of fungus can be used to grow highly nutritious food from Souterrain’s waste. It also has value in manufacturing medicines.’

The  fungus  was  more  difficult  to  harvest  than  other  produce.  It took  more  time  fossicking.  Less  experienced  foragers  raced  past.

Some foragers gave them a bemused look as they sped past Split and Glim, who were gently digging in the soil. So far, they had nothing to show for their effort. Foraging was a highly competitive activity, and each passerby seemed buoyed by their sense of getting ahead of the competition.

All of the produce gathered was recorded and then handed over to secondary foraging teams waiting on the Souterrain side of the bridge. Once properly received, the secondary foragers began the work of transporting the goods back to the city. Once a delivery was successfully transferred, the foragers turned to race back and gather their next load. Occasionally, animated exchanges and disputes over the allocated credits occurred during the transfer.

The harvest was now well underway; the pace and energy were frenetic. From a distance, it looked like organised chaos.

Captain  Eros  assigned  the  engineers  specific  tasks  to  make  the harvest faster and more bountiful. Some foragers needed ladders and platforms to reach hanging fruits or nuts, and others needed trenches to be crossed or filled.
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Obsidian and Arlo were part of a team assigned to make bulky bags for carrying loads of light fungus material. The two young engineers quickly worked out the weight that four foragers could carry before making bags that would be light and easy to lift. The fungus material was low density, meaning the bags could be large. Arlo decided to make a sleigh-like frame to hold a bag that could be dragged across the ground. By the time the foragers targeting fungus had made their first  delivery,  the  bags  were  waiting  for  them. A  tall  forager  with intelligent eyes quickly thanked the young engineers before speeding off with the first sleigh bag.

Split and Glim made solid progress. With the large sleigh bags provided by the young engineers, they cut their transport time dramatically. ‘This looks like being a particularly bountiful harvest,’

said Glim. Noticing the smirk-inspired wrinkle around his mouth, Split thought,  Rare for him to admit such delight.

Obsidian noticed the sky becoming darker. The air began to feel heavy around him. Big, slow, heavy raindrops slapped onto his head and made round wet craters in the fine dust coating the trail.  Another surface wonder,  Obsidian thought. He stopped to appreciate the strange and beautiful transformation for a moment.

A horn sounded. This horn was louder than the general call to attention. It made a  hee-haw sound rather than a single note. He knew this to be the evacuation warning. In this circumstance, all engineers had to report back to the muster point on the city side of the bridge.

Arlo and Obsidian quickly gathered their tools and began to march.

The intensity of the rain increased. Arlo blinked frequently to maintain unclouded vision. The rain continually slapped into his face and the ground turned to slippery mud. What had been a steady stream of traffic over the bridge became a slow, congested mess. The people slipped and bumped into each other. Motivators cajoled and urged the press of bodies across the bridge as fast as they could. Troopers pushed their way through the retreating foragers, trying to provide some rearguard protection if needed.

12
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‘This is nothing like I expected,’ Arlo said to Obsidian. The red dust caked on Obsidian’s face was now a broken mask. The crazy rivulet patterns of trickling water exposed Obsidian’s dark black skin, giving him a fearsome appearance.

‘What’s going on?’ asked Obsidian. Arlo just shook his head and kept moving, not daring to look behind.

Split and Glim found the rain made it easier to drag their fungi-stuffed bags. This was to be their last delivery. The horn now switched to a continuous screech; this was the signal that the bridge would soon be closed. Glim’s jaw muscles bunched tightly as he intensified his effort. He felt anxious; the situation had become precarious.

Evacuations were rare events, only invoked in response to a serious threat.  But what is the threat?  Split wondered.

Another horn sounded. It was an unfamiliar, higher-pitched sound coming from where only moments ago they had been gathering fungi.

Her gut twisted. She was certain the harvested crops belonged to someone and they were going to exact justice on them for stealing their food.  Was this an illegal harvest? Surely our leaders would know if this belonged to someone else,  she thought.

A group of angry assailants raced toward the bridge, chasing the retreating Souterraineans. The rain pelted down even harder. It seemed that the weather wanted to impose itself upon the unfolding drama.

Now halfway across the bridge, Obsidian took a glance behind. He immediately recognised two foragers struggling with one of the sleigh bags he had made. Realising they were in trouble, he turned and ran back to help. The sounds of sloshing mud and beating rain now mixed with the whine of missiles falling onto the bridge.

Without a word, Obsidian slammed his weight behind the bulging bag dragged by the two foragers. The clang of full combat rang out just metres behind them. Suddenly, Fez and Captain Eros appeared by 13
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his side. Captain Eros grabbed Obsidian’s arm and pulled him back toward the melee that was underway in earnest. ‘We must deconstruct the bridge!’ yelled Fez above the noise. There was no time for discussion. Fez handed Obsidian a short-handled sledgehammer.

‘Start knocking out the locking and support pins!’ yelled Fez.

The Souterrain troopers under attack were going down injured or worse. They fell back under the onslaught of the angry assailants, whose numbers continued to swell at the entrance to the bridge.

Obsidian’s hands shook terribly. He tried to move faster than he was able. He knew the next few seconds would decide his fate, and perhaps the fate of many others.

Knocking out the last pins, Obsidian raised his hand to signal to Captain Eros, who then yelled, ‘All clear! Now get out of here!’

Under fierce attack, more troopers tumbled over the edge, spinning down, down, down toward the swelling and increasingly turbulent river below.

The attackers were suicidal, latching onto the nearest trooper and launching themselves and their victim over the edge of the bridge.

Obsidian was faster than Fez, but he would not leave his master behind. Captain Eros swung in behind the scrambling engineers, protecting their backs from missiles using a dilapidated wooden shield. Obsidian felt the bridge lurch underneath him. He glanced behind to see the bridge on the far bank begin to collapse as they had hoped it would. Rivulets of pooled water spilled over the edge of the disintegrating structure. The distant raging river below hungrily swallowed everything that fell. Still only three-quarters of the way across, it was touch and go as to whether they would make it before the bridge completely collapsed.

Arlo saw the precarious scene unfolding. He rallied twenty foragers to link arms along the city end of the bridge. Forming a living chain, they dared to pull off an unlikely rescue as the chain edged out along the collapsing bridge. Fez made a grab for Arlo’s extended arm first, and then Obsidian grabbed Fez’s trailing hand. With a final 14
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The living chain slammed into the sheer cliff, holding together by nothing more than the strength of their grip. The impact from hitting the cliff knocked the wind out of Obsidian, but his grip held firm.

Gradually, the chain of bodies dragged its way up the bank to safety.

The assailants’ missiles couldn’t reach the Souterrain side of the ravine and posed no threat to those who had made it across before the bridge collapsed.

How many troopers did we lose? All those guarding the far side of the bridge are dead for certain. The sequence of events had played out very quickly. There was no explaining to the attackers that it was all a mistake and that Souterrain would return the produce. We effectively stole their food. I feel I’ve been part of a crime. This isn’t who I am, nor what I had imagined being an engineer would be. It must be a big mistake. I’m sure the queen will sort it out,  Obsidian mused.

The harvest was plentiful by normal standards. Everyone who survived felt quite successful, given the circumstances. Obsidian thought , it seems that many are willing to forget the tragedies of this expedition. It’s a disturbing nature of people to selectively remember the glorious side of things. I suppose it helps them move on. 

A single day on the surface had turned the young engineer’s perspective on the world on its head. It was now clear that Souterrain’s world was encroaching on other worlds. The assailants were people just like them. Not exactly the same—they were squatter and darker-skinned than Souterraineans. Obsidian thought,  it’s   peculiar that none of our studies ever mentioned other civilisations.   Today, their existence is proven beyond doubt. 

Despite the sloppy conditions under foot, the journey back to the city seemed quicker than the outbound leg. Everyone was tired and a little 15
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cold from the rain. The foragers busily transported the winnings back to Souterrain City. The stream jostled and tossed their cargo over and around the numerous obstacles on the rugged trail.

Split had mixed feelings about the day. The fungus haul she and Glim accumulated was the highest-value produce gathered for a long while. It may even set a new record. Split muttered to Glim as they marched, ‘That was a close shave. If that young engineer hadn’t risked his life to help us, then our story could have had a vastly different ending.’ Glim nodded his agreement as he shifted his heavy load without missing a step.

It was dark by the time the troop reached the city entrance. Due to the rain, additional spillways and drains were constructed to divert water from the main ramp. Glim felt his stomach gurgling in anticipation of a jolly good feed. Being one of the foragers who achieved the highest harvest value would assure him of an almost unlimited feast tonight.

Unlike Split, Glim had no mixed feelings about the day—so far, at least. ‘You get what you deserve. If they had been more attentive, then we wouldn’t have built the bridge in the first place,’ he put to Split.

Eventually, it was their turn to enter the city. Each person had to peer into the face of a reader as part of the standard security practice for entry to the city. The reader’s job was to quickly verify the identity of all citizens.

‘How those readers work is a mystery to me,’ muttered Glim.

‘Me too,’ replied Split. She was relieved to be home after an arduous mission.

The reader welcomed them by name. With a nod, they were granted authorisation to enter. They eagerly joined the masses trudging through the gaping entrance, descending deeper to the city proper.

Souterrain City was vast, with layers and layers of underground chambers and thoroughfares. It was rumoured that no-one had ever seen the entire city. Most citizens knew their part of the city well.

There was no need for conscious thought to navigate their way around; their normal routes were ingrained into memory.

16

Obsidian: Edge of Understanding Everyone had their own distinct perspective on Souterrain based on which part of the city they lived in. Foragers lived close to Souterrain’s entrance, near to the surface. The distinctive and familiar smells made Split feel at home. Most of the produce they had gathered was either immediately processed or placed into vast storage pits located in the uppermost regions of the city.

Herds of milking beetles had to be housed close to the entrance.

These herds were escorted out of the city to graze on leafy green material every day. Beetles could not breed underground and often had short life spans. To maintain a healthy herd, it was critical to add wild beetles captured during surface foraging expeditions.

Fungi, like those gathered by Glim and Split, were even more precious than beetles. Taken deeper into the city, the fungi were broken down into small segments that were then spread out over beds of dried waste. Unlike beetles, fungi thrived underground and formed a key part of Souterrain cuisine. Components from the fungi also went to hospital laboratories. Important serums and concentrated elixirs were made for the queen and other important officials by the hospital laboratories using by-products of the fungi.

Souterrain City was said to be comprised of equal parts marvel and mystery. No-one knew how old the city was or who designed the intricate network of tunnels and chambers. Time itself did not appear to be important in city life. The only things that mattered were the industrious routines of many moving pieces, busily humming along repairing, building, growing, and learning. Getting work done was what drove the culture; no-one was idle.

Souterrain City provided an ideal, almost constant environment for its inhabitants. The temperature and humidity hardly ever changed.

Chambers  were  kept  airy  by  incorporating  natural  microfilaments into the walls for ventilation and air circulation. All the structures 17
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within the city had a natural, hand-formed appearance. It was said by many that the city was the skeletal structure of a live organism. The most mesmerising aspect of the city was the distinct and changeable aromas  that  filled  the  corridors  and  passages.  Whether  it  was  the mouth-watering flavours of the food district, the fresh pine and mint of the restoration centre, or the subtle woody aromas of the main thoroughfares, the familiar smells provided a sense of wellbeing. A feeling of being home.

It was said by many Souterraineans that the queen’s residence contained the most intoxicating aromas of all. For most Souterraineans, this belief was based only on rumours. Access to certain areas of the city—particularly the royal chambers—was highly restricted.

Souterrain was like a polished piece of wood or a well-dressed gemstone—people were drawn to continuously caressing it because it felt nice.

Devoid of direct sunlight, only dull filtered light from the limited ventilation conduits entered Souterrain. The lack of direct sunlight was reassuring to Souterraineans. It was the bright, sunny surface environment they found confronting and dangerous.

Touted as being self-sufficient and, for the most part, sustainable, Souterrain’s forays onto the surface targeted items that could not be made or grown in the city. Officially, these surface items were regarded as luxuries rather than necessities.

A certain level of diversity existed in Souterrain. Diversity was associated with role designation rather than genetic make-up. People were  either  a  citizen  or  an  asset  or  commodity.  Living  creatures brought from the surface into the city had no rights. Non-citizens were controlled at the discretion of the city’s hierarchy. The city had

‘thought groups’ that contributed to decision-making on behalf of the queen. Anything from the surface that was taken underground usually remained there for life.

All the city’s waste was recycled using processes like the fungal gardens. These gardens played a vital role in maintaining a healthy 18
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The recent bountiful foraging expedition was important for the city and a cause for celebration. The few casualties sustained seemed to be regarded as a regrettable but acceptable loss for the growing city.

Obsidian found his first surface experience bewildering. He was stunned and concerned at how easily Souterrain’s leaders dismissed the casualties. To him, the loss of life seemed an inconsequential inconvenience to those celebrating.

Already on her third beverage of the evening, Split sat contemplating the events of the day. Sitting across from her, Glim munched on his tenth high-protein snack, sipping a honeydew-and-beetle’s-milk frothy mead.

‘I am worried about that young engineer who turned back to help us on the bridge. If he doesn’t learn to stay in the middle, he won’t last long,’ muttered Split.

‘Yes … being out in front leading the pack is as dangerous as lagging at the back,’ replied Glim, now smashing his eleventh snack between his bulging jaw muscles.

‘I hope they don’t make too much fuss about the living chain used to help save the engineers and Captain Eros when the bridge fell away,’

Split said. She liked to avoid notoriety; her strategy for survival was to remain in the middle. ‘Sometimes you meet someone special. That young engineer left an impression on me. We should counsel him on the importance of not standing out too much, ‘Split said.

Glim nodded, unable to speak with his mouth full.

Captain Eros invited Obsidian to share dinner with him. He sat in a slightly elevated position overlooking the full chamber of boisterous Souterraineans feasting without restraint. The atmosphere was merry 19
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and celebratory. Captain Eros’ weathered face was honed by time spent peering into the distance, searching for a sign or something small. Something at the limit of his sight. He turned his intimidating focus toward Obsidian. ‘Why did you turn back to help the foragers?’

he asked.

Unsure whether the captain was proud or unhappy about his actions, he fumbled out, ‘We’re taught to look out for each other. Simple as that.’ He managed to match the captain’s dark eyes, searching for a hint or clue.

Captain Eros nodded and leant in closer. ‘Remind me what your orders were.’ His deep voice conveyed a reassuring mood.

Obsidian’s heart raced a little. He could not remember any specific order associated with the evacuation horn. His anxiety raised a notch.

‘To assist the efficiency of the foragers,’ he answered unconvincingly.

Captain Eros nodded contemplatively. ‘Where do you think the boundary is between your responsibility to the team objective and your individual task?’ he asked.

Obsidian answered this question with absolute certainty. ‘There is no boundary.’

‘No boundaries can get you seriously hurt, my boy,’ said Captain Eros. He placed his large heavy hand on Obsidian shoulder. Looking deep into his eyes, he said quietly, ‘You did well today, but things could have ended differently. Let me offer you some advice. Don’t get too far out of step with the team.’

Obsidian nodded, not so much from agreement as understanding the point. ‘Did you know that the crops belonged to someone else?’

he asked, perhaps illustrating that he really did not understand the captain’s point.

Captain Eros lifted his eyes to a distant place across the hall and began to crunch into a high-protein snack. He liked the young engineer.

He appreciated how close to death they had been. He thought,  If not for the actions of this young engineer, would the foragers have taken the initiative to form the living chain that saved both of their lives? 
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He decided it best to ignore Obsidian’s question.

The lack of response to his question left Obsidian thinking the harvest was a planned raid, the theft of someone else’s endeavour.

Theft is never consequence-free, so what will the consequences be? 

he wondered.  How could someone like Captain Eros, so motivated by doing the right thing, be a party to raiding? Was the city more in need and more desperate than it seemed?  One day on the surface and his understanding of the world had changed dramatically.

I won’t press Captain Eros any further, for now at least,  he told himself.

No-one  questioned  the  plentiful,  high-quality  food  offered  that night. A red-maned young engineer who had heard of the events of the day gazed in Captain Eros’ direction. She wondered who the dark-skinned young engineer by his side might be. She heard of the bountiful harvest that prompted the feast and how Fez and Captain Eros executed the carefully planned mission.  Why is this young engineer sitting in such a place of prominence?  she wondered.

Blaze was a vivacious, energetic engineer who had graduated two harvest seasons ago. She was known for her fiery temperament, confidence, and ability to get what she wanted. She could persuade others to do things for her without them even knowing they were dancing to her tune. Her ability to think many steps ahead of any situation gave her a great advantage when dealing with others. Few interactions with Blaze were as spontaneous as they might seem; that was part of her charm and part of her talent. Her resolve galvanised, she wanted to find out more about this young engineer.

Tired from the effort of the last few days, Obsidian decided to retire  early  for  the  evening.  Shuffling  through  the  crowded  hall, he inadvertently knocked a red-maned engineer to the ground.

Embarrassed and concerned, he bent down, in total apology, offering to help her up. She looked shaken and hurt. ‘I am so sorry; 21
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I did not see you there. Are you okay?’ he asked while helping her up off the ground.

‘I’ll be alright,’ she replied. Her gaze lingered on his face.

Her quizzical look immediately intrigued Obsidian. ‘I’m so sorry.

Can I make it up to you in some way?’ he asked.

‘Maybe. My name is Blaze,’ she said, offering her hand.

‘Oh, yes, of course; mine name is Obsidian. I’m pleased you’re okay,’ he replied, warmly accepting her hand.

‘I should like to see you again, Obsidian … soon,’ she said. As Blaze turned to leave, she swished her red mane to make sure that she  had  captured  his  attention.  Then  she  strode  confidently  out  of the chamber.  A brief, memorable encounter should have the desired effect,  she thought.  A first step to a possible meaningful relationship. 

No-one could know for certain whether she had deliberately placed herself in Obsidian’s way or not. What was certain was her interest in learning more about him.

Obsidian lay down on his sleeping bench. With a clear conscience, sleep came easily to him. Sleep for Obsidian was often like visiting another world. He was a prolific dreamer. His dreams often provided insights from the past and future. Sometimes recollections of events were sharpened, seen in greater detail, or considered from different perspectives and at different speeds in his dreams.

A glimpse of something from the corner of your eye can reveal so much more when given full and undivided attention. That night, his dreams revisited the moment the engineer slipped and fell to his death in the river.

During sleep, he never chose the subject of a dream. It was more like an event or experience offering itself to him for closer inspection.

In this dream, the engineer who fell was talking to him. He said,

‘Don’t be alarmed by my death. I’ve been expecting it. I think you will 22
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Obsidian’s initial perception of terror from the scene gave way to relief.

While dreams often do not comply with the laws of physics or logic, the experience is real for the dreamer. Obsidian trusted that experiences  gained  during  sleep  offered  value  in  the  real  world.

He was undeterred by his inability to make sense of this particular dream. Sometimes it took him several dreams before he gained any meaningful understanding of the learning offered. He was patient. At the right time, he might make sense of it all.

Like  other  Souterraineans,  Obsidian  had  no  memory  of  his  life before school. He had no concept of his age. No concept of mother and father. He knew that restricted-access nursery chambers existed in the city; however, juveniles never interacted with the general adult population. There was no sense of how old anyone was—no birthdays and no anniversaries.

Knowledge was freely available and shared with all Souterraineans.

It was a timeless society with no interest in recording a chronology of events. Scars, wrinkles, gait, and—to an extent—status might be signs of a person’s experience, but that was about it. Perhaps it was prompted by the constancy of life underground. There were no day-night cycles and few seasonal cues.

Although there were no alarms or clocks, Souterraineans somehow turned up to do what was needed when it was required. Meals were regular and light.

Obsidian awoke from his dream feeling rejuvenated and made his way to the food hall for a meal. He chose a simple shot of beetle’s milk with a high-protein snack selected from a revolving dispensing station.
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Arlo fell in line behind and nudged Obsidian. ‘What crazy stunts are we going to perform today? What are the chances we’re making parachutes for the next collapsing bridge project or making protection vests to ward off missiles?’ he joked.

‘Don’t make jokes about what happened … people died! I certainly hope we’re back to just engineering work,’ said Obsidian.

‘Look,  we  already  have  replacements  for  the  people  we  lost yesterday,’ said Arlo, pointing to fresh faces behind them in the line.

Obsidian counted. Sure enough, the engineer’s numbers were back to fifty .  They left the mess and lined up in the muster hall, waiting for Captain Eros to address them. ‘That’s weird—no debrief of yesterday’s events has been posted,’ whispered Obsidian.

‘Do you see the scoreboard? It has the number eight at the top and the list of names beneath it,’ queried Arlo.

‘That shows the rankings within the team,’ replied Obsidian.

Captain  Eros  began  the  briefing.  ‘We  have  an  important  rain management project on the surface for you. It has rained heavily all night. I know this usually has no impact on the city, however, this rain episode is severe and we might experience extensive surface flooding.

There is a risk of inundation of Souterrain if it breaches the entrance or the major ventilation shafts,’ explained Captain Eros. He added,

‘The engineers must ensure that this environmental disturbance has minimal impact on the city. You will work to address erosion risk and bolster flood protection walls.’ He pointed to a surface map showing the major ventilation shaft locations.

The  engineers  were  split  into  five  teams  of  ten.  Captain  Eros planned to circulate around each team, providing guidance and direction as needed.

During every briefing, there was an opportunity to ask questions.

‘Will we be safe today?’ someone asked.

Captain Eros was quick to reply. ‘Our safety is in our own hands; look out for each other and make sure that all risks are controlled.’

‘Do you think we’ll be attacked?’ cried out someone else.
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‘I don’t think we will be attacked,’ came the Captain’s deadpan answer. He closed the briefing with ‘Get to it!’

The entrance ramp was slippery underfoot as the engineers emerged into the early light of day. The rain was heavy and the sky a dull grey. Not as dark or foreboding as the journey back from the harvest, but water lay in deep pools on the ground. The rain hissed from the intensity of the heavy falls. Established roadways became submerged and some of the ventilation shaft chimneys looked like mini volcanoes surrounded by a rising sea.

Arlo wrinkled his nose at the smell in the air. It was hard to describe; the wetness washed away the normal diversity of odours. A kind of damp, diluted odour lacking the usual vibrancy hung about. Arlo thought,  It’s a bit like the smell of grey water after washing clothes. 

All the various smells (nice or nasty) absorbed into one monotonous neither pleasant nor horrible waft. 

The first task was to build rafts that would allow them to manoeuvre across the flooded terrain. All roads were well and truly underwater, and the rain kept falling.

Arlo enjoyed raft-making. Having done well in this area of training, he took the lead. Rafts were built from a bamboo-like material. Each raft needed to be sufficiently buoyant to keep the team, their tools, and supplies afloat. A cantilevered jib crane would be built on the raft to assist with lifting heavier loads from the deck. Long poles were fabricated to push the rafts through the water.

The water level was approaching head height in most areas and strong currents had already eroded channels down sloped terrain.

In no time, five rafts and a small boat for Captain Eros had been constructed. With loaded rafts, they fanned out from the rampart that protected the city entrance. After the flotilla departed, other engineers 25
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busily built up and repaired the entrance walls to stave off the threat from rising water.

Obsidian blinked in disbelief at how much the terrain had changed in a day. He noticed the red-maned engineer he’d embarrassingly knocked down the night before. She was on a raft that was heading in a different direction to his. Everything was coated in a watery sheen.

Many of the plants were bowed down as if in submission to the clouds threatening above. The mood of the land seemed to accept that the rain was in charge. Everyone had to accept the conditions, keep their heads down, and do what they could to get through it.

Some of the vent structures inspected were intact and under no threat of inundation, but others had suffered erosion. They prioritised the most vulnerable walls for repair work. The engineers on Obsidian’s raft worked well as a team and soon formed a production line of forming, loading, placing, and securing rocks and mortar.

Arlo was in his element. He knew exactly what was needed and he loved the rhythm and routine of the work. The rain continued to pelt down. The young engineers worked diligently to raise the wall heights to hold back slowly rising water levels.

The project dragged on for days. Tired, they looked forward to a warm meal at the end of each work cycle. When the grey light turned to darkness, they trudged down the slippery ramp back into the constant, reassuring, underground environment of the city.

During his rest breaks, Obsidian’s dreams touched on the events of the shift and explored future possibilities. He chose not to share his dream about the engineer who fell at the river with anyone. He preferred to make sense of such things himself rather than risk the potential ridicule that any disclosure might bring.

Blaze tried to negotiate her raft closer to Obsidian’s. Her curiosity regarding the dark-skinned engineer continued to grow.

During the latest briefing, they were assigned to work on a secret emergency exit point for the city. While this exit had never been used, it had become an inundation risk that had to be managed. This site was 26
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Obsidian had an uneasy feeling about this task. He intently scanned for clues of something out of place, something that might require a change of plan. The proud poise of Blaze, exerting maximum effort in pushing and lifting her pole, caught his attention.  I want to know more about her. She is engaging and exudes an overwhelmingly positive energy, he thought.

Once they arrived at their destination, there was a brief pause in activity as they assessed the condition of the protective wall. Water was lapping about the lip, and there were signs of structural failure as leaks caused cracks to form in the wall. The priority was to plug the cracks and increase the thickness of the wall. They could only increase the height once the base was stabilised. ‘We can’t be certain how much instability those cracks have created,’ explained Arlo.

The supply barge was tethered between the two construction rafts; this provided the best access to the aggregate material needed to complete the repairs. The larger agglomerate was placed using the jib cranes to shore up the fastest-growing cracks. As soon as they closed one gap, another opened alongside it.

Arlo was worried. ‘We don’t have enough material or resources to move fast enough to save the wall!’ he yelled above the construction noise.

They persevered; there was no viable alternative. Concerned faces peered anxiously to see whether the last stone inserted might have, against expectations, stopped the erosion.
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It  was  no  use;  the  crumbling  wall  began  to  collapse.  The  flow increased as the wall gave way, creating a plughole-like opening. The flood waters drained into Souterrain’s emergency exit, forming a large whirlpool. The current dragged the rafts toward the whirlpool.

Obsidian yelled, ‘Stand clear!’ Without hesitation, he severed the ties to the materials barge. He screamed to Blaze’s raft, ‘Cut the barge loose!’ Once cut free, they pushed the barge toward the spiralling vortex of water.

Straining with every ounce of muscle, both rafts used every pole available to escape from the drag of the whirlpool. Ever so slowly, they were edging clear, but the effort was beginning to tell. ‘How long can we keep this up, though?’ asked Obsidian.

‘As long as we have to,’ answered Blaze through gritted teeth.

The freed barge reached the edge of the whirlpool and began to spiral into the centre with ever-increasing speed.

The engineers were running out of puff, barely able to hold their ground. It seemed only a matter of time before they would be dragged in. Sweat-beaded and furrowed brows of determination showed the desperate, yet flagging, effort. They seemed beyond any realistic hope.

Then the supply barge wedged across the plughole. Immediately, the whirlpool slowed and the current slackened. Obsidian fist-pumped as the two rafts began to draw away from the hole. The supply barge plugged the hole for a while, but the flowing water began to wash out around it, creating an even bigger sinkhole.

‘We’re going to make it!’ exclaimed Blaze. She took the time to wave in jubilation to the other raft.

There  was  nothing  that  they  could  do  now  to  stop  the  flood  of water into Souterrain’s emergency exit. They decided to head back to the entrance and report what had happened. They were a safe distance from the whirlpool; however, the damage the sinkhole caused to the city below was unknown. As they poled their way back to the entrance, the engineers pondered what the consequences of the flood might be for those in the city.
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‘If we’d got there sooner or if we’d adopted a different repair plan, would it have made a difference?’ asked Arlo. He added, ‘One thing is for certain—Obsidian’s quick action to release that barge saved us.’

Split was busy on garden duty, as all foraging expeditions had been cancelled due to the persistent rain. Glim was on delivery duties near the city’s entrance.

Every scrap of organic material brought into the city was eventually recycled in Souterrain’s vast garden chambers. This even included the remains of dead inhabitants; nothing was wasted.

In  one  of  the  garden  chambers,  Split  used  layers  of  different materials to create thick, loose beds. The base layer consisted of the remains of dead inhabitants. Body pieces were moved or broken down to create as neat a fit as possible. It was like building a stone wall with rocks of all shapes and sizes. She tried to make the fit as tight as possible.

Split was always surprised by how much lighter the bodies became after death.  The water leaks and evaporates from the dead in the drying chambers, Split mused. The layer of bodies provided more than just nutrients for the garden. The little spaces between bodies made ideal structures for roots to grow through. Better root growth improved the quality and yield of the crops planted in the garden beds.

Once the beds were properly established, the structural diversity of a Souterrain garden rivalled that of a tropical coral reef.

Work in the subterranean garden chamber was an especially quiet experience. The earthy walls quelled the noise perfectly. Split always enjoyed her time working in the gardens. She found the environment relaxing. Her mind contemplated interesting or poorly understood matters and questions she wanted answers to.  What meaning does my life have? Do I have a choice to stay in the city or could I leave? 

Where did I come from?   None of these questions have simple or clear 29
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answers.   I wish I could find answers to these important questions,  she thought.

A sound like distant thunder followed by a quivering tremor rolled through the chamber. Split’s garden chamber was located close to the surface. An emergency horn sounded. She immediately sprang to attention and made her way to the exit. Halfway to the exit, she heard flowing water. Not a trickling sound, more the sound of a river in flood. Split was aware that the procedure in the case of an inundation emergency was to immediately seal all chambers. This emergency procedure was designed to protect the deeper levels of the city from flooding.

At the entrance to Split’s chamber, a team of foragers removed key support struts to collapse sections of the ceiling. The purposely installed slip plane sealed the chamber with an emphatic thud of wet earth. Split had no way to know if she was in the compromised chamber or not. If so, she would surely drown. If she was lucky and the water was flooding elsewhere, she still might be confined in the chamber for a time.

The flooding sound was now muffled and distant.  I don’t think my chamber  is  flooding,  Not  yet,  anyway,  she thought.
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