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Introduction 

Science fiction gets a bad rep. When most people think of “sci-fi”, they think of cheap 

paperbacks adorned with cheesy art all crammed into the smallest and most desolate corner of 

the bookstore. They think of overweight, middle-aged men dressed up like Klingons at Star Trek 

conventions. They think of that kid in middle school who never went anywhere without his Star 

Wars jacket1. They think of robots and lasers, aliens and lightsabers. They think geek and they 

think dumb and they think simple. 

What they don’t think of, of course, is that the 1970’s Star Trek show is actually about 

the conflicting natures of mankind. They don’t think of Battlestar Galactica as a retelling of the 

ever-pervasive, ever-destructive conflict between monotheism and polytheism. They don’t think 

of the Matrix as an analysis of Baudrillard’s Simulacra and Simulation, or of the Star Wars saga 

as one of determinism, predestination and fate. They don’t consider the complexity behind Gene 

Roddenberry’s futuristic and utopian presentation of Earth, or of the many nuances underlying 

the political factions in Frank Herbert’s Dune. There is a simple reason for all of this, of course, 

and it is the same reason we’re told to avoid science fiction in our creative writing classes: there 

is a lot of bad, cliché sci-fi out there in the world. So you can imagine my hesitation when I set 

out to write what I’d hoped would be an “intelligent and relevant science-fiction story”. 

I don’t know if I’ve succeeded. I doubt it, in fact. After all, I’m no great writer—just an 

English major with a fondness for Han Solo and laser pistols. What I do know, however, is what 

I attempted to create in writing my creative thesis, Shards of Xanadu. And what I attempted to 

create, to put it simply, was a subtle science fiction story that analyzed Romanticism and its 

writers by pitting Romantic Era themes in a grotesquely dystopian version of Earth. But this 

wasn’t always my idea. 
                                                 
1 And who now never goes anywhere without his “Han Shot First” t-shirt. 
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Shards of Xanadu began as a much simpler, much happier, much more blunt and much 

more cliché teen-fiction-esque science fiction story2. The idea was to have several young 

characters, all of whom possessed personalities similar to my favorite Romantic poets, put into a 

dystopian vision of the future where they (upon running into and touching what was originally 

intended to be a quite literal “shard from Xanadu”) are imbued with the “knowledge” required to 

revive their dying civilization. As is apparent, that idea didn’t quite pan out, and I’m incredibly 

glad it didn’t. The product currently sitting before you is an evolution of that original notion that 

came about through nothing less than reading books, reading poetry, watching movies, 

researching, meeting with my thesis advisor3, and living. 

The first writings that influenced this thesis, of course, were those of the major Romantic 

poets, many of which I was introduced to during Professor Dushane’s Romanticism course4. The 

works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, William Blake, William Wordsworth, John Keats, Percy 

Shelley, and Lord Byron all had great influence on my thoughts, both in the early and later stages 

of Shards, and many of the poems that explicitly formed my thinking have made their way into 

the actual thesis itself. First and foremost then, it was these poets and their poetry that began the 

strains of thought and emotion that would eventually lead to the creation of this project. 

My thesis only really began to take shape, however, as I was reading Mary Shelley’s 

fantastic and underappreciated work, The Last Man. It was this post apocalyptic story, once 

again read for Professor Dushane’s Romanticism class, which first gave me the idea of writing a 

science fiction story imbued with Romantic elements. However, while Shelley’s story is set in a 

                                                 
2 Which very few people, due to my embarrassment over the whole thing, know. 
3 Professor Allison Dushane, to whom I am entirely indebted.  
4 ENGL460: Romantic Literature 
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dystopia reflecting, in many ways, the century in which she was writing5, I aimed to make mine 

more “modern”.  

The other books that influenced the writing of this thesis are numerous, and it would take 

far too long for me to list them all. Some of the main ones that did, however, were those that I 

was explicitly assigned for the purpose of this project, such as Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and 

Crake, Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go, Octavia Butler’s short stories, “Bloodchild” and 

“Speech Sounds”, and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther. Each of 

these works affected my thesis in various ways, though it was Atwood and Ishiguro who 

resonated with my writing the most.  

Oryx and Crake had perhaps what has been the most lasting effect, both because of the 

relevance of that particular novel in relation to my thesis, and because of my perpetually 

evolving understanding of Atwood’s story. On a more base level, one thing I borrowed6 from 

Oryx and Crake ended up being the beautifully simplistic and “sterile” style it is written in. The 

book jumps, for instance, between scenes of the past and present7, with the scenes in both 

instances being told through a close-third person narrator. In my own tale I do something similar: 

there is a jump in time between Parts I and II of Shards, with Part II taking place some 

undisclosed number of years after Part I. The narrative voice of Part I is a close third-person 

narrative told in present tense, while the narrative voice of Part II is a close third-person narrative 

told in the past tense. The purpose behind the slight shift in narrative voice was to give each part 

of Shards a unique, yet not entirely unfamiliar feel. I wanted them to feel similar and related to 

one another on one level, but different on another. The particular narrative voice of each story 

was also utilized to highlight key aspects of the worlds in those stories. The present-tense, very 

                                                 
5 For example, despite taking place in “the future”, Shelley’s characters still travel via hot air balloon.  
6 “Attempted to borrow” is really more accurate. 
7 The narrative tense shifts respectively. 
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“no nonsense” voice of Part I, for instance, was utilized to imitate the reality of Luke and 

Evelyn’s situations in the citydomes (that is to say, one of quelled passions and emotions). 

Likewise, Part II has a much more “fluffy” writing style—one that focuses more on description 

and emotion than its predecessor. Part II is also told in the past tense, something I’d hoped would 

leave that segment of the story with a feeling of “nostalgia”.  

 Much of the tone and feel of Shards of Xanadu—the constantly repressed emotion, the 

inability of the characters to say or do certain things, the relatively veiled “sci-fi” elements—was 

inspired by Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go. Ishiguro’s novel, while certainly “science-

fiction” in more ways than one, reveals its sci-fi elements slowly and carefully, resulting in a 

story that feels inherently realistic. Adopting that slow reveal idea into my own work, I aimed to 

make Shards feel as realistic as possible while still utilizing several blatantly “science-fiction” 

elements8. The science fiction couldn’t, of course, overpower the themes or characters in the 

story which are ultimately the focus of the project.  

 As Shards of Xanadu is itself physically split into two separate parts, so too are the 

themes of the story. The first part of the story deals mostly with the Romantic notion of 

Imagination. Luke, having hardly known anything other than his life in the citydome, fails to 

completely grasp the concept when facing poetry that embodies it, but he tries his best given the 

material at his disposal. The result of this, of course, is a disgruntled, confused, conflicted, and 

intensely repressed character, who seeks to master his own understanding of Romantic era poetry 

by teaching it to others.  

 Part II of Shards was meant to capture the Romantic era notion of “the Sublime” which, 

as Owen explains (or tries to explain), is “that strange feeling of fear and wonder you get when 

you look at certain things”. It’s there in Evelyn’s eyes. It’s there in the starving children of the 
                                                 
8 The citydomes, genetic engineering, and microchip implants, for example. 
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wastecamps, and in the premature babies who shouldn’t be being born there. It’s there any time 

something inherently beautiful finds itself hand in hand with something terrifying, or ugly, or 

uncomfortable. If Part I is intended to capture the feel of wonder, amazement, and hope 

associated with the Imagination, Part II is intended to capture the feel of the Sublime that, 

sometimes, goes hand in hand with it.  

 Ultimately, what Shards of Xanadu is, is exactly what its title says it is: shards of 

Xanadu—remnants of that mythical land decimated by the explosive power of the Imagination. 

This thesis is, for all intents and purposes, a close-reading of Coleridge’s masterpiece—just 

blown up and placed against the backdrop of a science fiction story. “And so what?” you might 

find yourself asking. Believe me when I say that I asked myself the very same thing every single 

day I was writing this story. Why, really, should we care at all about the words of a dead poet? 

The answer is simple: because they are relevant. Perhaps even now more than ever. As we’re 

reminded in the news every day, this world is not ideal. It’s filled with bad things and evil people 

and horrendous situations and at the end of the day, it’s easy to just say “I’m done”. But most of 

us don’t do that. We choose to keep going, to keep drudging along, because we continue to hope, 

perhaps foolishly, for something better. We continue to hold onto those brief, fleeting, beautiful 

moments in life like they’re the most important things in the world (and they are) and for most of 

us, that’s enough.  

 I don’t know if Shards of Xanadu is a happy story. It ends, I think, with the realization 

that the world isn’t always what we expect it to be. That outside the citydome, or simulacrum, or 

United States, or whatever you choose to call it, things can often end up being complete and utter 

shit. But they can also be beautiful. And at the end of the day, sometimes, that’s enough for us. 
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 I’d be lying if I said this was a “completed” work. The terrible truth of the matter is that 

like much from the Romantic era, this is merely a segment of something I’d intended to be much 

larger. I’ve no doubt that someday, after I’ve lived some more, I’ll run across this on my hard 

drive and resume writing it. Until then, however, we’re all left with this. And who knows? 

Maybe it’s better that way. 
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I. 
 

O Attic shape! Fair attitude! with brede 
Of marble men and maidens overwrought, 
With forest branches and the trodden weed; 

Thou, silent form, dost tease us out of thought 
As doth eternity: Cold Pastoral! 

When old age shall this generation waste, 
Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe 

Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say’st, 
“Beauty is truth, truth beauty,”—that is all 
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know. 

 
 

Luke closes the old book, its pages worn and stained with use, and stares out at the small 

crowd of faces.  

“So? What do you think?” 

Silence. Luke waits a few more seconds, moving his eyes from person to person. Any 

other Mentor would have been surprised by their students’ delayed response. Luke, however, is 

used to it. He clears his throat and smiles.  

“Well?” 

A tall woman sitting in the middle of the classroom raises her hand.  
 

“Yes, Marissa?” 
 

“I didn’t like it.” Her voice exudes indifference.  

“Why not?” 
 

“I didn’t understand it. I didn’t understand what it was about.” Some of the other students 

in the small room nod their heads in agreement. 

Luke smiles.   

“That’s fair. It’s not an especially easy poem to understand. Keats’ language is very 

archaic and elaborate at times. Was there a particular reason you didn’t understand it?” 
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“Well, the language was difficult, yes. But there’s also no real…plot to the poem. It just 

feels so random.” 

Luke nods in agreement. 

“This is all very true. There isn’t any real distinct or easily noticeable ‘plot’ to this poem. 

Or to most poetry, really, which is why it’s often so difficult to analyze. Anyone else?” 

Other than the subtle shifting of some students in their seats, the room is quiet. Luke 

looks around, then back down at his book. He presses his left hand against the ragged canvas 

cover, sighs, and—  

“I liked it.” A dark-haired man in the back of the room uncrosses his arm and sets them 

across his desk. His hands tighten their grip on the far ends of the white, sterile surface. “I liked 

it a lot.”  

“Really, Owen? Why?” Luke tilts his head pensively. 

“I thought it was nice. I mean, yeah. I guess I didn’t understand all of it. Some of the 

allusions were lost on me, but the language is…well…it’s very…” 

“Beautiful?” 

“Yes, beautiful, I suppose.” 

“Beautiful. Now that’s a word I haven’t heard from a student in awhile. So, Mr. Sands 

here thinks John Keats’ language is beautiful. Anyone agree?” Luke raises his hands and holds it 

high, waiting patiently for others to join him. No one moves. Luke thinks he sees a couple of 

other hands twitch, as if debating whether or not to join his up in the air, but he can’t be certain. 

Significantly less than last year, he thinks to himself.     

“Well then, let me ask this instead: what is beauty, exactly?” 

A hand near the front of the room shoots up.  
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“Yes. Kaydee.” 

Looking forward, the red-haired woman responds mechanically: “Beauty. Noun. The 

quality present in a thing or person that gives intense pleasure or deep satisfaction to the mind, 

whether arising from sensory manifestations, a meaningful design or pattern, or something else.” 

“That is the proper definition, yes. But I was looking for something a little 

more…personal. Would anyone else like to try?” 

A small hand rises slowly from the middle of the room.  

“Yes Jasper, go ahead.” 

The voice that follows is quiet.  

“Well, I was just thinking of something that happened to me the other day. I was Station 

fifteen on the south platform, looking out at the E-Recon buildings, and I couldn’t help but notice 

all those fiber-glass tunnels—you know, the ones that connect everything. There was something 

about the order of them, the sheer architectural design of them, that made me begin to think 

about all the work that went into crafting them and into making them so practical and useable. 

Someone or something had to plan all of that, and I admire it. Is that what you mean, by beauty, 

Mentor Hendricks?” 

For a while, Luke is silent. 

“To a certain extent, yes. But beauty goes beyond mere structure and design. Something 

doesn’t have to be practical or useful to be beautiful. Take ‘Ode to a Grecian Urn’, for instance. 

It is an ode and has a practical poetic structure, to be certain…but what purpose does it 

ultimately serve?”  

At this, the class once again ceases to move. Luke clears his throat.  
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“Mr. Sands, I’d like to come back to you. What in your opinion makes John Keats’ 

language beautiful?” 

Owen hesitates for a moment.  

“I guess…I guess it’s because no one speaks like that anymore.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean…the way John Keats writes. You can tell he’s in love with the urn. You can tell 

he’s in love with beauty. There’s passion in what he’s saying and…I guess…no one really 

speaks like that any more.”  

At the mention of the word “love,” a few looks are exchanged around the room.  

“You bring up a good point, Mr. Sands.” 

Luke waits for more, but the class remains silent.  

“And what about the meaning behind this poem? Marissa, you said you didn’t understand 

it? What didn’t you understand?” 

“I just didn’t get it. What’s the point of the Grecian urn? It’s just a pot.” 

At this, Luke can’t help but smile and nod.  

“Well, yes. It is a pot.” 

“So what’s the big deal with this poem? Why did so many people like it and so many 

schools teach it?” 

The classroom buzzer rings before Luke can answer, signifying the end of that day’s 

lectures.  

“That, Ms. Grey, is what I want you to think about for next time. Alright class, don’t 

forget to scan next week’s assignments before you leave and remember: ‘Beauty is truth, truth 

beauty—that is all ye know on earth, and all you need to know.’” Smiling at his students as they 
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leave the room, Luke opens the old book on his pedestal and begins to read to himself. He 

doesn’t hear the footsteps approaching him.   

“Excuse me, Mentor Hendricks.” 

He moves his eyes up from “Ode to Melancholy” to meet the younger man’s.  

“Yes, Owen? Do you have a question?” 

“More of a comment. I just wanted to thank you for reading that to us today. I got a lot 

out of it, and I’m sure that the rest of the class did too, even if they didn’t show it.”  

“Oh, I’m sure they did. Thank you, Owen.” Luke turns back to the Ode, but can feel 

Owen’s eyes still on him.  

“Was there something else?” 

“Yes, well…I was just wondering: where did you get that?” He motions to the book. “I 

suppose it’s none of my business, I’ve just never seen anything like it.” 

Luke smiles, impressed with the young man’s curiosity.  

“No it’s fine. It was a gift from an old friend.” 

“Oh.” 

“Yeah. It’s probably one of the last of its kind.”   

Owen lowers his head, as if thinking over his next move carefully.  

“Mentor, I realize this is probably a weird question, but I was wondering if I could…if I 

could hold the book?” 

Luke is surprised by the question, and laughs quietly.  

“Of course you can. It’s not a weird question at all.” 
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Gently handing the small book over to the young man, Luke can see Owen’s eyes widen 

as he takes it into own his hands. There’s a look of wonder and amazement there that the Mentor 

hasn’t seen in a student in a long, long time.   

“Now, this is probably a weird thing to say, but feel free to go ahead and smell it too, if 

you want.” 

“Smell it?” 

“Yeah. I always loved smelling old books.” 

Luke laughs and watches as Owen hesitantly lifts the ancient paper and canvas to his 

nose.  

“So? What do you think?” 

“It smells good, I suppose. Very…” Owen takes another deep whiff, “very earthy, 

almost.”  

Luke laughs again. 

“Agreed. I always feel like I can almost tell the history of an old book just by its smell. 

It’s like I can see everyone who ever held it in their hands—everyone who ever picked it up off a 

shelf or read it. Sometimes, I feel like I can even see the trees and earth that it came from. A 

whole history of a book’s life, right there in its scent. It’s wonderful.” 

He stares off, deep in thought, and doesn’t realize that Owen has already placed the book 

back on the pedestal.  

“Well, thank you for that, Mentor Hendricks. And again, thank you for today’s lecture. I 

really enjoyed it. I have to catch the bullet back to my station but I’ll see you next week?” 

“See you next week, Owen.” 
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Watching Owen leave the room, Luke is suddenly overcome with a brief yet profoundly 

painful haze of nostalgia. As quickly as it comes, the feeling passes, and Luke once again looks 

down at the book. He opens it. 

 

Thou still unravish’d bride of quietness 
Thou foster child of Silence and slow Time… 
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II.  

The bullet back to the surface is faster than Luke expects. Staring out of its long 

windows, he holds on to his passenger handlebar and watches as the image outside changes. The 

vehicle moves much too fast for him to catch anything more substantial than shades of light, but 

Luke thinks he notices a slight change in the hue of the plexi-glass as the bullet passes out of the 

Underground and into the brighter Citydome.   

A mechanical male voice speaks from the ceiling: We will soon be arriving at Station 

Twenty-Seven. 

A shorter, well-dressed man standing next to Luke begins to shuffle through the mostly 

empty compartment and towards the side doors. As he moves past the mentor, his leg brushes the 

silver suitcase in Luke’s left hand, knocking it and its contents to the floor. Immediately, the 

shorter man moves to pick it up. 

“My apologies, sir. I didn’t see…ah, a Mentor.” The man has noticed the inscription on 

Luke’s suitcase. “What’s your stop, Mentor…” 

“Hendricks. I’m at thirty-one.” 

Now arriving at Station Twenty-Seven. Ten second pause.       

“Mentor Hendricks”, the man says, nodding his head and gently handing Luke his 

suitcase. “My name is Humley. I’m with Architecture.” 

“It’s a pleasure.” 

“So you’re headed to thirty-one?” 

The doors to the bullet seal shut and the mechanical voice speaks again: Now departing 

Station Twenty-Seven. 

“Yes. I work at Block 11C. I mentor Pre’s here and Uppers down in the Underground.” 
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Architect Humley nods his head. 

“Which do you prefer mentoring?” 

“I don’t know if I prefer either group. They’re just…different.” 

“How so?” 

“Pre’s tend to be less…” Luke searches for a word, “malleable, I suppose, though you 

might not think it. Which can sometimes hinder my lesson plans.” 

“‘Your lesson plans?’” 

“Yes, especially when it comes to my literature segment.” At this, Architect Humley 

looks confused.  

“Literature?” 

“Yes.” 

“Literature…of course you mean things like, like classic science and ancient history, 

yes?” 

“No. Literature.” 

“My apologies Mentor Hendricks, I don’t understand.” The confusion is blatantly 

uncomfortable for Architect Humley. 

Luke is unsurprised. In the background, the mechanical voice speaks out: We will soon be 

arriving at Station Twenty-Eight.  

“You know. Books. Novels. Poetry. Things like William Shakespeare and John Milton.” 

Architect Humley doesn’t move.  

“I prefer, of course, to teach the Romantic writers. People like Keats, Wordsworth, 

Coleridge, etcetera. There’s something about those writers, I suppose, that resonates with me.” 

Now arriving at Station Twenty-Eight. Ten second pause.   
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“Architect Humley, this isn’t your stop, is it?” 

As if from a stupor, Humley finally moves. 

“Oh no, no. I’m at Thirty. So…‘literature’, then. That’s…interesting.” 

He is silent for a few seconds before continuing.  

“They let you teach it?” 

Now departing Station Twenty-Eight.      

“Yes, though they didn’t always.” 

“Is it on the general lesson plan?” 

“No, I had to request it. I’m nearing my regression, so they tend to humor my more, 

eccentric demands.” At this, Luke laughs softly to himself. Architect Humley doesn’t move. The 

two men stand in silence for a time. 

“Why did you request it?” 

Luke thinks he is prepared for this question. Years of confused looks and subtle glimpses 

of disapproval have readied him. 

“Because…” he begins, “because I enjoy teaching it.” 

“Why?” Architect Humley’s face mirrors the dozens before it. He wears a look both of 

forced interest, and of profound confusion.   

“I…it’s hard to explain, really. I guess I enjoy teaching it because I think it’s an 

important field to study.” 

“Why?” The Architect’s face is unchanging.  

“Why is it important?” 

Architect Humley nods. 
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“Well…okay, so earlier you mentioned science and history. Well, that is partially what 

literature is, to a certain extent. So too is it philosophy and psychology.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

We will soon be arriving at Station Twenty-Nine. 

Again, silence falls between the two men. There is so much Luke wants to tell this 

Architect. So much he thinks he could say that, if worded just right, would make sense. “I find 

literature beautiful”, for instance, or “literature is the culmination of human studies and 

experience merely put to words for others to read”, or “I teach because it makes me happy”. But 

he doesn’t say any of this. Instead he stands there, his body balanced on the bullet speeding 

through his city, and he asks the Architect the only thing that seems reasonable. 

“What about you, Architect Humley? Tell me about your job. Why do you do it?” 

At this, Humley breathes a sigh of relief.         

“Architecture and buildings have always come easily to me. The planning and whatnot. 

I’m efficient.” 

Now arriving at Station Twenty-Nine. Ten second pause. 

“And do you enjoy it?” Luke asks the question more out of politeness than anything else. 

He already knows the answer he’ll receive.  

“Enjoy it?” 

“Yes. I mean: do you take pleasure in your craft?” 

Now departing Station Twenty-Nine.  

“I’m not…I don’t know, Mentor Hendricks. I suppose yes. I am good at it.” 

“You know, this reminds me Humley. Earlier today I was talking to a student, and they 

mentioned the E-Recon buildings near Station fifteen. You know the place?” 
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Architect Humley nods his head. “Yes, I helped design them.” 

“Did you now? That’s very interesting. You then, unintentionally contributed to my 

lesson plan. You see, we were talking about beauty, and this student began going on about how 

he admired the planning that must have gone into those buildings.” 

“Yes, a lot of work went into them. They’re designed to be one-hundred percent efficient, 

both in terms of utilized space, the strategic placement of various sectors, the length of the 

connecting arches and walkways, etcetera etcetera. All of it, one-hundred percent efficient. Even 

the aesthetics.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“They follow regulation. You know: no bright colors, no unconventional designs or 

shapes, nothing that draws attention. They’re meant to exist and function. Nothing more, really.” 

Luke nods. At this, he’s beginning to feel a little more bold with the conversation.  

We will soon be arriving at Station Thirty. 

“Architect Humley. If you don’t mind, I have something of a personal question.” 

 “No, no, not at all. Ask away.” 

“Do you ever feel inclined, even briefly, to create something beyond what you’re always 

assigned? To add something to these grey and tan skyscrapers and offices that sprawl across our 

citydomes? Do you ever feel inclined to make something…I don’t know, a little different?” 

Architect Humley blatantly fights a look of surprise, settling on an awkward facial 

expression that Luke can’t help but quietly chuckle at. 

“No. No I can’t say I do.” 

Now arriving at Station Thirty. Ten second pause.  
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Still wearing his awkward expression, Architect Humley quickly moves to the now open 

doors. Stopping briefly and moving to the side of them so as to let people pass, he turns and 

looks at Luke.  

“It was a pleasure to meet you, Mentor Hendricks.” 

“And you as well, Architect Humley.” 

  Architect Humley then exits the bullet, entering Station Thirty. For just a moment before 

the mechanized doors close, Luke catches a last glimpse of tan and grey skyscrapers, and the 

short, well-dressed man walking towards them.       
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III. 

I wandered lonely as a Cloud 
That floats on high o’er Vales and Hills,  

When all at once I saw a crowd 
A host of dancing Daffodils; 

Along the Lake, beneath the trees,  
Ten thousand dancing in the breeze. 

 
The waves beside them danced, but the— 

 
 
 “Wait wait wait.” 

 “Yes?” 

 “What are daffo…daffooohh—” The effort put into attempting the word causes Evelyn’s 

mouth to form an exaggerated “O”. Luke can’t help but smile.  

 “Daffodils?” 

 “Yes! Daff-oh-dills.” The young girl sounds out each syllable of the new word while 

staring cross-eyed at her mouth as if that will somehow help her grasp the concept. “What are 

those?” 

 “They’re a type of flower.” 

 “A flower?” 

 “Yup.” 

 “…what’s a flower?” 

 “You don’t know what a flower is?” 

 Evelyn shakes her head.  

 “They’re uh…” Luke struggles to find an easy way to explain it. This is the first time one 

of his pre’s hasn’t known what a flower was. “They’re plants. You know, like the trees in our 

block’s arboretum. But smaller.” And living. 
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 “Smaller? How small?” 

 Luke has to think to remember, exactly. Images flash through his mind as he works to 

sort through archives of data.  

 “They’re fairly small. You could hold them in your hand. And they’re pretty.” 

 “Pretty?” 

 “Uhh…aesthetically pleasing.” 

 At this, Evelyn flashes a huge smile.  

 “Oh Luke Luke, I want a daff-oh-dill! Please? Pleeeaaasse???” 

 “Maybe. If you’re good. Now do you want to hear the end of this poem before you go to 

sleep or not, little miss?” 

 Evelyn nods and sits back in her bed, eyes wide.  

 “Where was I…”  

 
The waves beside them danced, but they 

Outdid the sparkling waves in glee— 
A Poet could not but be gay 
In such a laughing company:  

I gazed—and gaz’d—but little thought 
What wealth the show to me had brought:  

 
For oft when on my couch I lie 
In vacant or in pensive mood,  

They flash upon that inward eye 
Which is the bliss of solitude,  

And then my heart with pleasure fills,  
And dances with the Daffodils. 

 
 

Luke looks down at the worn book, the delicate, ancient pages tattered with use, and 

closes it. “So that’s William Wordsworth. What did you think?” 

“I…I liked…” Evelyn’s voice drops off and she yawns, nestling deeper into her covers.  
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Luke smiles and kisses the young girl’s forehead.  

“Goodnight, Evey.” 

“Night, Lu—” Almost instantly she begins her quiet snoring.  

Luke gets up from her bed and walks to the doorway. Directing his attention to the soft 

glow emanating from the hidden ceiling lights in Evelyn’s room, he projects his voice just 

enough for the room sensors to hear him: “Lights off.” 

 

 “Let me guess: you filled her mind with daffodils.” 

As always, Andrew is waiting in the living room. The plain walls and ergonomically 

designed furniture glow slightly with the white hue of the wall lamps. 

 “Yes.” Luke moves to a chair across from his fellow mentor and sits down. From the 

other side of the glass table, Andrew looks back at him.   

 “We’ve been over this, before, Luke. You can’t keep doing this.” 

 “I know.” 

 “She only has a couple of weeks before she starts with level one. And only a couple more 

after that before she gets her first implant.” 

 Andrew’s voice is calm, though stern. Luke looks straight ahead, unmoving. They sit in 

silence, for awhile. 

 “You can’t be doing this. It’s not like she’ll remember anyways.” At this, Luke shifts his 

eyes down to the table.  

 “I know.” 

 “Then why?” 

 “Andrew…” 
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 “No. Tell me. Again.” Andrew sits and waits, hands folded across his lap. 

 Even before he begins, Luke knows his fellow mentor can’t possibly understand. He 

looks back down the hallway and towards Evelyn’s door. He imagines her sleeping—he 

imagines her soft breathing and the innocent rise and fall of her chest. And he hopes she dreams.  

 

 The next morning, Luke wakes up as he always does: with difficulty. He opens his eyes 

and stares at the grey ceiling, his vision temporarily blurry and unfocused.  

 “Wall blinds: open at 30%.” On his left, a portion of the unfurnished wall shifts. The 

solid, smooth surface forms a series of vertical lines running the length of the wall, which begin 

to open and spread slightly. Soft light from outside baths the room in an unfelt glow, and Luke 

rubs his eyes.  

 “Room: time.”  

The gentle, synthesized voice of a female answers from the walls of the bedroom.  

“Time: 7:12am.”  

Luke pushes himself up in a hurry and moves across his room, stumbling slightly. The 

tile in the bathroom surprises his feet with its coolness and Luke stops. Across from him, the 

wall is one large mirror. 

“Mirror on.” 

For a split second his reflection is disturbed as a wave transverses the length of the liquid 

glass. The shiver, almost imperceptible, ends and the mirror is still again. 

“Weather. Schedule.” 

As Luke states his commands the mirror takes on new reflections and images, answering 

each of his questions in turn. A female voice, the same one from his bedroom, echoes from the 
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glass, now displaying a large, virtual layout of the citydome: “Today’s weather will range from a 

low of fifty to a high seventy-four degrees Fahrenheit. It will be sunny all day, except for 

simulated rainfall in Blocks 8 through 15 in-between the hours of 3:00pm and 4:00pm.” The map 

of the citydome segments itself into the many blocks that forms it, displaying the slightly varying 

temperature for each segment.  

“Master Mentor Luke Hendricks, your schedule today is as follows:  

- 7:30am preliminary meeting with Mentor Andrew Brown. 

- 8:00am to 12:00pm mentoring session with Pre-student Evelyn Flowers. 

- 1:00pm to 6:00pm mentoring session in Block 27D of the Underground. 

- 7:00pm to 8:00pm mentoring session with Pre-student Evelyn Flowers.” 

The images of the city change into a bulleted, written list of Luke’s schedule. The font 

highlights as the female voice reads it.     

“Will that be all, sir?” 

“Date.” 

The mirror and voice again comply, flashing the day’s date on the screen in bold text. 

This time however, the voice ends with a new message: “Luke Frederick Hendricks, according to 

the traditional earth calendar, you are now one hundred and seventy-two years old.” 

At this, Luke stops. 

“Mirror images off. Reflection mode on.” 

Staring at himself in the once-again unmoving glass, Luke considers his image for the 

first time in a long time. His hair is greyer than he remembers, and his skin ever so slightly 

wrinkled. He holds his hand up to the glass, flexing his fingers and then bringing them into a fist. 

Beneath his white t-shirt his muscles tense, then relax. The motion makes Luke feel tired. 
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“You’re looking young as ever, Master Mentor.” 

Luke knows that she’s just being polite—a result of computer programming installed for 

those older mentors who still have a biological response to vocal compliments.  

“It’s different when you’re this old, Miranda. Everything seems so…so quick. So 

fleeting.” 

“I’d imagine so, Master Mentor.”  

“Time doesn’t technically move faster, but the vast accumulation of years of life…it 

results in what your mind at least perceives to be shorter time spans. When you’ve lived for a 

hundred and seventy years, single years begin to pass like it’s nothing. Everything starts to move 

so fast.” 

“I’d imagine so, Master Mentor.” 

Just then, something in the robot’s voice catches Luke’s attention. 

“It’s curious, how you say that, Miranda.” 

“Say what?” 

“‘I’d imagine so.’” 

“It is part of my programming.” 

Luke allows himself to look at his aging appearance for a few moments more before 

turning away.  

“I know. Mirror off.” 

 

 

 

 



 28

IV.  

“Evelyn.” 

“I wandered lonely…” 

“Evelyn.” 

“I wandered lonely as a…as a cloud…” 

“Evelyn, you need to pay attention.” Luke jabs his finger down at the table in front of the 

little girl’s seat three times. The rhythmic thumping of his hand against the metal snaps Evelyn 

out of her reverie.  

“Yes, Luke?” 

“What was I talking about?” 

Evelyn scratches her head for a moment and then makes a puzzled face.  

“Differential equations?” 

 “No. That was an hour ago. We’ve moved on to our Organic Chemistry lesson and 

Polycarbonate synthesis.” 

“Oh. I’m sorry, I’m just distracted.” 

“What’s distracting you?” 

Evelyn smiles quickly before sheepishly looking down at the table.  

“Daff-oh-dills.” 

Luke sighs and, grabbing the holographic pictures and images floating in front of him 

with his hand, pushes them aside. A flurry of equations, molecular structures, and text pass by 

until the air is once again empty.    

“I suppose we could both do with a break from science.” Luke smiles and pulls out a 

chair next to his young student. “Would you like to learn about William Wordsworth?” 
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“Who’s Williams Wordsworth?” 

“It’s just ‘William’. He’s the man who wrote that poem you’re so fond of.” 

 “You mean about the daff-oh-dills?!” Evelyn claps her hands and flashes Luke a toothy 

grin. The old Mentor can’t help but be surprised: despite the fortune that went into making her, 

Evelyn Flowers, more so than many of the 9th generation batch, still retains a remarkably strong 

sense of childishness. I guess some things just can’t be “fixed”. 

 “Yes. The one about the daffodils.”  

 “What was Willems Wordsworth like?” 

 “Well, he lov—” Luke just barely stops himself before he says the word. “He really liked 

nature. Things like plants and trees…” 

 “And daffodils?” 

 “Yes, and daffodils.” 

 “Why did he like them so much?” 

 At this, Luke stops. He is unprepared for Evelyn’s question.  

“To be honest…I’m not quite sure. I suppose he saw something in nature. Some sort of 

truth, perhaps. Or at least some sort of space for reflection.” 

“Why would anyone need to reflect on nature?” Evelyn moves herself closer to the silver 

table and places her small hands under her chin. The girl’s small, grey eyes stare up at Luke 

pensively.   

“Well, Evey, you have to consider the time period. Wordsworth lived many, many years 

ago. Nature was much more…relevant, back then.” 

“How so?” 
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“Well, as you know, the citydomes didn’t exist. People were less sheltered from weather 

and animals. Food and crops were often reliant on things like rain. Humanity was much more ‘in 

tune’ with nature. We had to be in order to survive.” 

“But if everyone was reliant on nature back, what makes Wordsworth so special? Why’d 

you read him to me rather than other things?” 

At this, Luke grins.  

“The poem I read to you, Evey, has survived hundreds of years. They were words 

scribbled onto a piece of a dead tree by a man, and they outlasted most things people create. Why 

do you think I read him to you?” 

“I’m not sure.”  

“Okay, here’s a better question: what did you feel, as you heard those words?”  

“Umm…” 

“What do you feel when you think of that poem, and Wordsworth’s language?”  

At this, Evey once again resumes scratching her head. Luke can see the young girl 

mouthing the words of the poem to herself silently as she ponders his question.  

“I suppose…I like it because it sounds nice. It makes me feel happy. I enjoy it more than 

the other things you and Andrew have me study.”   

Across from her, Luke smiles. “Good answer.” 

The older mentor pushes a button on the table and watches as the metallic surface 

transforms into a screen. Whirring his fingers across the cool glass, he begins to move images 

and files chaotically. Evelyn tries to follow his motions and provide purpose to them, but she 

can’t. After a brief while he stops, an image frozen on the table. Evelyn is too far away to see it, 

and as she leans over to catch a glimpse of the elusive screen, Luke crumples his hand, holds the 
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digitized data between his fingers as the computer processes his actions, and then throws it into 

the air. A black and white hologram of the portrait of a man floats above the table in the middle 

of the room.  

 “Evelyn Flowers, meet William Wordsworth.” 

 Evelyn sits for awhile, not saying anything. The slowly moving hologram rotates before 

her eyes, again and again. Eventually she moves closer to the image, squinting at it from a few 

centimeters away before finally sighing and sitting back down at her chair. 

 “He doesn’t look like I thought he would.”  

Luke laughs. “What do you mean?” 

 “I mean…his nose is big. And he’s wearing a funny suit. Where did you find this picture, 

Luke?” For the briefest moment, Evelyn’s question reaches a part of Luke that makes him 

hesitate.  

 “I found it in one of my books. The ones I read to my students in the Underground. I 

scanned it and put it into my database.” He thinks about saying more. He thinks about telling her 

just how much trouble he went to in order to avoid getting caught. Of explaining the situation in 

full to the young girl he’s come to think of as a daughter. Luke thinks about all of these things, 

and it is only through sheer force of will that he is able to stop himself. Not like this. Evelyn’s 

voice brings him back to the study room. 

 “Do you show this picture to those students too? The ones in the Underground” 

 “No.” 

 “Well, why not?” Evelyn’s voice is more curious than anything else. Still, Luke can sense 

the pride in her words as she ponders what this unique study session could mean. 

 “Evey, you’re privy to more things than those students are.” 
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 “Why?” 

 “You know why.” 

 “Because I’m different?” 

 “Yes, because you’re different.” 

 “Why’d you show me this picture, Luke?” 

 Luke looks at the floating image of William Wordsworth for a while. Though the sketch 

of the famous Romantic poet is blurry and, by all standards, low-quality, he can’t help but 

admire the face that stares back at him.   

“It’s nice to have a face to put to the name.” Luke grabs the image out of the air and, with 

a slight flick of his wrist, moves it back onto the table screen. Once again, his fingers whirr as he 

moves the image back to whatever location he dug it out of. 

“And it’s nice to have someone to share it with.”  
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VI. 

 “For what purpose did the Romantic poets write?” 

 Luke stares across the sea of familiar faces, looking for the slight change in facial tension 

that he knows will signal a student’s willingness to respond. Moments pass. Luke’s eyes move to 

the white walls, pulsating with the light source embedded in them. Then he transitions to the 

almost unnoticeable air filtration and cooling system on the ceiling, given away only by the 

subtle off-white of its mostly camouflaged vents. Finally he’s back on the students, moving 

between their uncomfortably similar forms. A light hand rises in the corner of the room.  

 “Yes, Alan.” 

 “Money?”  

 A few students smile smugly as Luke begins to respond. “Well, not exactly. Money, in 

some cases, was certainly a part of it. But that was by no means most poets’ main reason for 

writing. If fact, quite often poets were poor, whether they were published and successful or not.” 

 Another hand moves up, in the center of the room this time.  

 “Yes, Marissa.”    

 “If they weren’t making money, then perhaps it was for the prestige? And fame?” 

 “That’s a good guess, but again, it was hard to succeed as a poet. Writing was a fickle 

and often unrewarding means of spending time. Certainly there were those more successful 

Romantic writers, like Byron, who basked in the relative fame their positions held. But for the 

most part the Romantic poets were…somewhat ‘unknown’ during their time. That, or they were 

disregarded.” 

 “Disregarded?” The soft and familiar male carries over the heads of the other students.  
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 “Yes, Owen. You see, quite often the work of Romantic Era writers was dissected and 

subsequently criticized by critics and regular readers alike. Some people found it difficult to 

understand and appreciate.”  

 “And rightly so.” An assured voice from the back of the room echoes across the white 

walls.  

 “Class, I’d like to introduce to you my associate and Learner: Mentor Andrew Browne. 

I’m assuming he’s come here today to sit in on my lecture?”   

 Andrew nods his head, putting his hand to the wall and not watching as the door slides 

shut. Behind him, the wall-lights glow and highlight his figure. His dark outline moves to an 

open chair next to the entrance and sits.  

 “Alright. So as Mentor Browne already mentioned, yes, the Romantic writers were often 

considered ‘difficult’ by their peers. Many of them were panned by the critics of their time and 

dismissed. For some of them, it wouldn’t be until years later that their true genius was 

understood. But that still doesn’t explain why they wrote. Anyone else want to take a guess?” 

 The room again falls silent. The new presence in the back sits still, his eyes focused on 

Luke’s book. Luke looks at Andrew, surveying the younger Mentor’s sharp features and dark 

hair. A testament to his generation.  

 “No one?” His question is met, once more, with silence. 

“The answer, class, lies in Wordsworth’s preface to his collection, Lyrical Ballads.” 

Flipping through the pages of the old book set tenderly on the steel podium, Luke risks a glance 

at Andrew. The young Mentor still has his eyes trained, unmoving, on the ancient paper that 

Luke now handles.  

 “Here we are:  
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‘I have said that Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: it takes its  

origin from emotion recollected in tranquility: the emotion is contemplated till by a 

species of reaction the tranquility gradually disappears, and an emotion, kindred to that 

which was before the subject of contemplation, is gradually produced, and does itself 

actually exist in the mind’”.  

 Luke looks up from the ancient manuscript. The class is silent and unmoving. Beyond 

them, Mentor Andrew Browne sits. His eyes are closed. Luke stands still, breathes, and waits.  

“What does that mean?” The look in Owen’s eyes surprises Luke. It’s something he has 

never seen from the young man. Something he hasn’t seen from any of his students in a long 

time. The look, hungry and pressing, ignites something in the old Mentor. 

“Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings.” Luke says it again. Letting the 

words roll off his tongue and fall into the air of the classroom. “The spontaneous overflow of 

powerful feelings. What it means, Owen, is that poets, quite simply, had no choice but to write. It 

means that they were so overcome with emotion and feeling, that they just had to let it out, and 

the result of that was their words. Their poetry.”  

 Marissa’s arm rises in the middle of the room.  

 “Yes, Marissa?” 

 “But what about those things you told us? About form and structure?” 

 A few other heads in the class nod in agreement.  

 “I could see why you would say that. Poetry is form and structure, to a degree. But it is 

also so much more. Are all of you going to sit there and tell me that, when you hear these poems, 

‘form and structure’ are all you see? Are you really going to sit there and tell me that Keats’ 
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“Ode to a Grecian Urn”, or Wordsworth’s “I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud” are just form and 

structure? What about the meaning behind the words? What about the passion?”  

 The silence that Luke has come to accept with his classes blankets the room again. 

Though it only lasts for a couple of seconds, it feels overbearing and stuffy. Luke waits for an 

answer, but none comes.  

 “I still don’t understand.” Marissa stares at Luke, and he knows she’s telling the truth.  

  
The buzzer goes off and as quickly as they entered, Luke’s class is gone. The students 

shuffle out, one by one. Only Owen looks back at the old Mentor and nods, ever so slightly, 

before heading into the white hallways.  

 “That was quite a performance.” The dark silhouette at the end of the room rises, slowly 

and mockingly, and makes its way to the Mentor’s podium.  

 “I wasn’t expecting you today, Andrew.” 

 “I know.” 

 “Why’d you come?” 

 Andrew looks carefully at Luke’s features. Slowly, his eyes make their way to the book. 

 “That’s quite a specimen.” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Very old. Late 20th century, if I’m not mistaken.” 

 “You’re not.” 

 “Where’d you find it?” 

 Luke knows better than to say. He picks the book up off the podium and reverently places 

it into his bag.  

 “I can’t remember.” 
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 Andrew smiles.  

 “Listen, Mentor. I wanted to talk to you about your performance lately. The Committee 

has let you continue your…unorthodox teaching sessions for years, now. They’ve been entirely 

harmless in the past, and records show that certain students actually excel when they take your 

supplementary lessons.” 

 Luke nods. He’s heard all this before. 

 “It’s an…interesting phenomenon. And one that might merit further investigation in the 

future. The thing is this: you’re already seven years past the standard retirement age for your 

generation.” 

 At this, Luke cocks his head every so slightly, as if trying to remember. Has it really been 

that long? 

 “You have done excellent work for the Committee, as always. But as you know, your 

request to teach limited aspects of long-removed arts to specific students was more of a…gesture 

than anything else.” 

 “What are you trying to say, Andrew?” 

 “It was never meant to last, Mentor. And at the rate you’ve been going, with seemingly 

no interest in retirement, and no noticeable deterioration in skills or health thus far, I’m worried 

the Committee might take notice.”  

 “Thank you for your concern, Andrew, but I can handle this myself.” Luke holds on 

tightly to his bag and moves past the younger Mentor. The white corridors of the Education 

building fold around him as he heads towards the bullet.  

 
 After he’s left, Andrew stands still at the podium. Looking out to the empty seats in front 

of him, he thinks of the future. 
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VII. 

In Xanadu did Kubla Khan 
A stately pleasure-dome decree:  
Where Alph, the sacred river, ran 

Through caverns measureless to man 
Down to a sunless sea. 

So twice five miles of fertile ground 
With walls and towers were girdled round:  

And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills,  
Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree;  

And here were forests ancient as the hills,  
Enfolding sunny spots of greenery.  

 
 
 “That’s pretty.” Evelyn’s voice trails off, and Luke can tell she’s already sleepy. He looks 

up from his glasses and into her grey eyes. Struggling against sleep, her eyelids flutter.  

 “So soon? We’ve got a ways to go yet.” 

 “I had a long day, Luke.” 

 “That you did. We can continue this later.” Smiling, he closes the book, sets it onto the 

table by Evelyn’s bed, and begins to tuck the covers in around her.  

 “Luke?” Evelyn’s voice is soft and quiet. Barely a whisper, now. 

 “Yes, little miss?” 

 “Thank you for always reading to me. It’s kind of you. I like it very...ver…veh…” The 

young girl’s voice trails off as she finally falls asleep.  

 “You’re welcome.” Getting up slowly from her bed, Luke takes the book off her 

nightstand and holds it to his chest. Finally rising, he moves to the door.  

 “Lights off.” 

 He enters the living room, half expecting to see Andrew sitting there waiting for him. But 

the room is empty. The silver chairs and tables glisten from the light of the bare walls. Luke 

stares at the geometric shapes and considers their practicality.  
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Chosen for efficiency. Quietness. Lack of passion. Lack of risk. 

Moving to one of the walls, the old Mentor reaches his hand out in front of him.  

“South wall blinds, open. One-hundred percent.” As the room complies, the white wall’s 

original design begins to shift. Vertical lines slowly move from the top to the bottom of its 

surface, then begin to widen. As they widen the white wall disappears with them and is replaced, 

entirely, with a window. Luke, still holding his hand out in front of him, presses it against the 

cool glass. On the other side of it he can see the citydome. Skyscrapers and massive buildings 

canvas the view. The bullet speeds through them. Below the nearly imperceptible train, the 

empty streets are basked in artificial moonlight. Nothing organic moves at this time of night.  

“What are you looking at?” Andrew’s voice startles Luke. The older mentor doesn’t turn, 

but he can hear the front door to their flat sliding shut behind the newcomer.  

“Just the city.” 

“It’s pretty, no?” 

At this, Luke can’t help but smile quietly to himself. Whether he knows it or not, Andrew 

is being sarcastic.  

“It is.” 

Andrew moves to his Teacher’s side. Luke can feel his dark eyes scanning his face, 

before turning to the glass and the citydome beyond it. They sit there for awhile, just like that, 

before Luke finally takes a deep breath.  

“Did I ever tell you about my Teacher, Andrew?” 

Andrew hesitates before answering.  

“No.” 
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“Mentor Peter Shea. He was with Generation 3, and was among the first members of the 

Mentoring program.” Saying this, Luke can’t help but think of his old Teacher. He still sees 

Peter’s old eyes, blue like the original sky. He sees his old frame, hunched over with time and 

age. His hands, withered, hold onto a canvas book.  

“He was a great man, Mentor Shea was. Despite being one of the progenitors of the 

program, he was actually opposed to mentoring when it was first suggested. I remember he told 

me how he had attended and participated in the debates. He didn’t think it was right that 

families—the last of them, anyways—should be split up. And he was worried about the class-

structure that might arise, should privilege be given to certain generations over others.” 

Luke stares out the window, and watches the moonlit citydome. As he focuses, he can 

almost see it shrink and devolve around him. The skyscrapers and overwhelming buildings in the 

distance lose their shape, as the citydome slowly reverts back to how it looked when Luke was a 

new mentor. It was still growing, then. Still burgeoning. The buildings diminish to a third of their 

present height, and the technology of the dome becomes less advanced. Beyond the screen of the 

beautiful blue and white sky, portions of darkness sit. Temporary and rare glitches that’d provide 

a small and short-lived look at the world left behind. The bullet slows down to a speed that is 

entirely perceptible by human sight. The pavement fills with people walking across it. An 

occasional car rides by, and the last remains of the old highway systems float in the background. 

Luke blinks, once, twice, and the vision is gone, as quickly as it came. The moon-soaked 

skyscrapers stare back at him in the night, and the bullet, nearly invisible, continues its never 

ending journey.   

 “Do you ever have doubts, Mentor Hendricks?” 

Luke finally removes his hand from the glass and lets it fall, gently, to his side. 
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“About what?” 

“About us. About the mentoring program.” 

Luke breathes and thinks for awhile before answering. When he finally turns and looks to 

his right, it isn’t Mentor Browne he sees looking back at him, but Mentor Peter Shea. 

“Doubts—such a funny word. ‘Doubts’. There are times…when I think that the world 

might be better off had we chosen other paths.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Everything is not as black and white as they’d have you believe. As right or wrong. The 

world is just not that way. There is grey. And there are other colors, too, though it may be hard to 

see them.” 

“What would you have done differently?” The interest in Andrew’s voice almost sounds 

sincere.  

“I don’t know. It’s hard to say, really. I’m just a mentor—I don’t have all the answers. I 

just look out at this citydome, at this bastion of civilization, and I can’t help but think that we 

went terribly wrong somewhere.”  

“But think of all the good we’ve done, Mentor Hendricks. Think of what the world was 

like before all of this.” 

Again, Luke thinks to his old Teacher. He remembers the pain he often saw in Peter’s 

eyes. The terrible pain of a heart that had taken on a burden too big for itself. He remembers how 

they’d watch old videos of the News together, before all those recordings were collected and 

destroyed. He remembers the footage Peter would show him: about the spreading fires, and the 

fighting, and the ever-changing weather.  
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“Believe me when I say that I don’t need you to remind me of what the world was like, 

Andrew. What the world still is like, in some areas. Change was needed, that much is certain.” 

The two mentors stand there in silence, again, for a long time. Luke thinks about Mentor 

Browne, and about how they were introduced. The Committee had chosen him specifically for 

Luke, and on the day they first met he couldn’t help but entertain idealized notions of what 

having a learner under his wing would be like. He thought it would be like how it was with Peter. 

He thought he’d show Mentor Browne new and exciting things. But times had changed. 

Technology had changed. The world had changed. When Luke looks at Andrew again, it’s him 

he sees this time. Not his old teacher.   

“How long have we been together, Andrew?” Luke knows the answer to the question, but 

he wants to hear Mentor Browne say it. 

“Twenty-one years.” 

“That’s a long time, isn’t it?” 

“It is.” 

“It’s different for you. I know that Andrew. It must be hard to see me, and see how I act, 

and deal with that. Your implants and conditioning are…different than mine. More advanced, in 

their own way.” His voice quivers, ever so slightly, when he says the word. “I must seem so alien 

to you at times, Andrew, and because of that, and because of your persistent attempts to 

understand me, I thank you. I really do.” There is no sarcasm in the older mentor’s voice. No hint 

of malice or veiled pretension.  

Andrew doesn’t respond to Luke’s confession, though the older mentor almost thinks he 

sees his mouth twitch. Outside the glass, the artificial moonlight basks the citydome in a silver 

glow. 
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“Would you like to hear something, Andrew?” 

Mentor Browne’s nod would have been imperceptible to anyone else. Moving his left 

arm in front of him, Luke brings the old book into view once again. Gently holding it close to his 

face, he begins to flip through the tattered pages, slowly and reverently. Andrew thinks he sees 

his teacher smell each of them as they move in front of his face, but decides he’s mistaken.  

“Ah, here it is: 

But oh! That deep romantic chasm which slanted 
Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover! 

A savage place! As holy and enchanted 
As e’er beneath a waning moon was haunted 

By woman wailing for her demon-lover! 
And from this chasm, with ceaseless turmoil seething, 

As if this earth in fast thick pants were breathing, 
A mighty fountain momently was forced: 
Amid whose swift half-intermitted burst 

Huge fragments vaulted like rebounding hail, 
Or chaffy grain beneath the thresher’s flail: 

And ‘mid these dancing rocks at once and ever 
It flung up momently the sacred river. 

Five miles meandering with a mazy motion 
Through wood and dale the sacred river ran, 

Then reached the caverns measureless to man, 
And sank in tumult to a lifeless ocean: 

And ‘mid this tumult Kubla heard from far 
Ancestral voices prophesying war!” 

 
 Andrew’s voice, coarse in comparison to the lines of the poem, remove Luke from his 

reverie.  

 “You’ve never read any of your book to me before.” 

 Luke can sense a question in the statement. 

 “I thought it was time I did.” 

 “What is that poem about?” 

 Luke smiles and looks out to the city. 
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VIII. 

 “Emotion?” 

 “Yes. To an extent.” 

 Evelyn is sitting straight up in her chair, eyes focused intensely on Luke.  

“I don’t understand.” 

 The old Mentor sighs and sits down next to his young pupil.  

“There’s a lot you don’t understand.”  

“I could learn.” Evelyn’s voice, usually soft and gentle, takes on a tone of urgency Luke 

is unprepared for.  

“Yes. And right now you’re learning Biochemistry.” 

The young girl slumps down, her elbows on the table and her face in her hands, and lets 

out a loud groan.  

“And what about the daff-ohh-dills. You promised.” 

Luke knows her words shouldn’t affect him, but they do. Sitting in the study room of 

their flat, he knows he doesn’t want to be there.  

“You’re right.” 

“I am?” 

 “Evelyn, how would you like to see the sky today? The real sky.” The look of excitement 

that engulfs the young girl’s face is odd to Luke, yet comfortable. He can’t help but smile. As 

she begins to jump up and down in her chair and laugh, he’s forced to calm her down, though he 

doesn’t want to.  

“Evelyn, honey, you just have to promise me one thing: Andrew can’t know about this. 

Okay?” 
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The bullet starts out crowded—well dressed passengers fills its space on their way to 

work and school. As the day progresses, each get off of on their stops, but Luke and Evelyn 

remain, the compartment growing progressively emptier. Evelyn, continually ecstatic, does her 

best not to bounce too much in her seat.   

“Are we there yet?” 

“No. Almost.” 

The bullet-ride is long. Longer than any Luke has been on for quite a while. Outside the 

poly-flex glass windows, Evelyn watches as the citydome’s sun moves westward and the light in 

the sky begins to fade. Though the images are blurry, she just barely thinks she can make out the 

buildings outside, growing scarcer as the bullet makes its way further and further. Finally, the 

bullet’s automated voice rings out, stating a location Evelyn is unfamiliar with.  

Now arriving at Paradise Falls Waystation Number 1. For those departing here, wew ask 

you please prepare for inspection. 

Taking her small hand into his own, Luke moves with Evelyn through the bullet’s sliding 

doors. Outside, the view is unlike any the girl has ever seen. Mostly, it’s the sky. To the west, 

where the bullet has now begun to speed off, she can see the citydome’s projected blue skies—

far too blue to be real. To the east, far off in the distance, the sky is greyer and darker. Evelyn 

can’t help but focus on this glaring difference, even as a pair of two men approach her and her 

mentor. The larger of the two, wearing an outfit vaguely reminiscent of the old military uniforms 

Evelyn’s seen in her history holocrons, speaks in a deep, commanding voice.  

“Identification, please.” His voice is passionless, but nonetheless powerful. Evelyn makes 

sure to position herself, as subtly as possible, behind her mentor. In front of her, Luke pulls a 

small, dark orb out of his case and hands it to them.  
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“I’m a Mentor here with a Pre. This is a part of her studies.” 

“A part of her studies? How?” The smaller man’s voice is less commanding, but he 

speaks with an authority and knowledge that dwarfs the size of the other man.  

“If you have issue, or require specifics, you can take it up with the Committee. We’re 

pressed for time, if you please.”  

The two officials look at Luke, then at each other. Finally their eyes move to the orb. 

Holding it in the palm of his hand, the larger of the men twists the upper half of it, ever so 

slightly, and both of them watch as holographic images and details, first of Luke and then of 

Evelyn, appear before them. After a few seconds of inspection, the larger of the men removes a 

glowing rod from his back pocket and waves it in front of the hologram. Satisfied, he puts the 

rod back and twists the orb again, ending the floating images.  

“I’m sorry for the hold up, Senior-Mentor Hendricks. Just doing our job. This station is 

the closest to the wastes.” 

“We understand.”  

As the two men begin to head back to the building they came out of, Evelyn turns to 

Luke. 

“I’ve never met anyone like them.” Her voice is uncertain, almost scared. 

“I wouldn’t have expected you too. Their job is something not really needed elsewhere in 

the rest of the citydome.” 

“What is their job?” 

“To protect us.” 

“From what?”  

Luke doesn’t answer her. Instead he looks up to the sky. 
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“What do you think?” Evelyn looks up and, overcome by the excitement she arrived with, 

immediately forgets her preoccupation with the two unique men. 

“It’s so dark! Is it the real sky?” 

 “Almost.” 

 “What do you mean?” Evelyn can’t help but stare into the grayness.  

 “The projector here is incomplete. When it’s finished, this area will be the newest 

addition to the citydome. For now, however, it’s the closest we can get to the old world without 

entering the wastes.” 

 “Why can’t we enter the wastes?” Any other Mentor would have been uncomfortable 

with the question. Luke, however, isn’t. 

 “You know why we can’t.” 

 His response must seem cold to Evelyn, because she grows unnaturally quiet after it. 

They sit there for a time, just looking up at the broken sky, before she finally breaks the silence. 

 “Please tell me. I like to hear you say it.” 

 Luke sighs before he begins. 

 “It’s because of the weather.” 

 “And?” 

 “And that’s it.” 

 “What about the wasters?” At this, Luke’s attention is peaked. Turning to look at his 

young student, he’s suddenly overcome with worry. 

 “Where did you hear about the wasters?”  

 “Nowhere. I just…” 

 “Evelyn. Where.” 



 48

 She’s quiet for a time, before finally responding in a hushed voice. 

 “I heard Andrew say it once. A while ago.” Luke wants to curse under his breath, but 

doesn’t remember the words for any. 

 “Evelyn. Listen to me. The wasters are just a myth. They don’t exist.” 

 The young girl doesn’t meet his gaze. She still stares up at the ugly sky. 

 “I don’t believe you.” 

 Luke begins to respond, but stops himself. Instead he just looks at her: at her small frame, 

her soft features, her long dark hair, and her grey eyes that won’t stop staring up at that sky. Of 

all of his Pre’s, Evelyn, somehow, had grown the closest to him. She’s different. 

“The violence of passion. The dangers of emotion. The trouble with the spontaneous 

overwhelming of strong feelings. That’s what it’s about, isn’t it?” 

“Hm?” 

“‘Kubla Karn’, Luke.” 

“‘Kubla Khan’.” She’s looking at him now, with those grey eyes. Luke feels something 

pounding in his chest. Something he has never felt before. A warmth and a tenderness. 

“Well? Am I right?” 

The old mentor smiles at her before answering.  
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IX. 

The shadow of the dome of pleasure 
Floated midway on the waves;  

Where was heard the mingled measure  
From the fountain and the caves. 
It was a miracle of rare device,  

A sunny pleasure-dome with caves of ice! 
 
 
A hand that rises out of the corner of the room catches Luke’s attention. He looks back to 

the book in front of him, set down on the familiar podium, and continues.  

 
A damsel with a dulcimer 

In a vision once I saw:  
 
 
The hand again catches his attention, though this time it’s waving frantically. Luke let’s 

out a sigh, more exasperated than he intended, and removes his glasses. Rubbing his eyes with 

one hand, he calls on the student.  

“Yes. Owen.” 

“I’m sorry, Mentor Hendricks. It’s just that, Mentor Browne has been standing outside 

for quite some time. I think he’s trying to get your attention.”  

 Putting his glasses back on, Luke looks up from the book and lets himself see the room in 

its entirety for the first time since he began reading. Sure enough, beyond the students and their 

desks, one of the viewing blinds attached to the back wall has been opened. Past it, Luke can 

make out Andrew, standing in the hallway.  

 “He was waving at you and tapping at the class, but I don’t think you saw it, Mentor.” 

 “Thank you, Owen. Class, please discuss ‘Kubla Khan’ and Samuel Taylor Coleridge 

amongst yourself. I’ll return in a few moments.” 
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 Moving across the room and past his seated students, Luke presses his hand to the back 

wall and watches as the door slides open. He removes his hand and steps through the doorway, 

meeting Andrew’s gaze as his classroom closes behind him.  

 “I’m sorry for the interruption, Luke. I know how important this class is to you. But it 

couldn’t be helped.” 

 “What is it?” Luke can sense something behind Andrew’s voice. An urgency that 

shouldn’t be there for all too many reasons.  

 “It’s Evelyn. And the Committee. And you.” Luke watches as the younger mentor tries 

and fails to make eye contact with him. 

 “What about Evelyn?” 

 “They…” For the first time since Luke’s taken him under his wing as a learner, Andrew 

seems unsure of himself. 

 “Andrew. Andrew just say it.” 

 “They pulled her from our tutelage this morning after you left.” 

 “But we still have two weeks left before her first implants.” Luke is doing his best to stay 

calm, but it’s significantly more difficult than usual. “We still have two weeks left.” 

 “Not anymore.” 

 Luke knows he shouldn’t be bothered by this. Pre’s come and go. It’s part of the job. But 

something seems different now. Something feels different.  

“Why?”  

 “They’ve been monitoring her. Apparently she was reported in an unsanctioned segment 

of the citydome.” 

 “What? That’s ridiculous. I…” 
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 “Luke. It’s not just that.” Andrew takes a deep breath and finally looks the older mentor 

in the eyes. “They want you out.”     

 

 Beyond the two mentors, through the white walls and inside the classroom, Owen begins 

to move to the front of the class. Wading through their desks and chairs, he makes his way to the 

podium.  

 “Owen. What are you doing?” 

 “Sit down.” 

 “Mentor Hendricks will be back any minute.” 

 Looking down at the old book in front of him, the wiry boy processes the ink and paper, 

the words and emotions. He can smell the ancient canvas.  

 The text comes out before he even knows what he’s doing. 

 
It was an Abyssinian maid, 

And on her dulcimer she played,  
Singing of Mount Abora. 
Could I revive within me 
Her symphony and song,  

To such a deep delight ‘twould win me 
That with music loud and long 
I would build that dome in air,  

That sunny dome! Those caves of ice! 
And all who heard should see them there, 

And all should cry, Beware! Beware! 
His flashing eyes, his floating hair! 
Weave a circle round him thrice,  

And close your eyes with holy dread,  
For he on honey dew hath fed 

And drunk the milk of Paradise. 
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One. 

The sky was dark—much darker, really, than it had any right to be. Though of course, 

that wasn’t a decision it ever had a chance to make. The blues and whites shoved out with 

browns and grays. No amount of science could fix it, was the common belief.   

 The woman on the shattered cliff stared out at this vast, hideous expanse. It reminded her 

of something: something close. Something that had changed everything, really. But despite her 

exceptional memory, genes, and hard-wiring, something was holding her back. A deep well 

surged inside her slight frame, threatening to overwhelm everything. It was an odd thing she was 

feeling. A painful thing. A terrible thing. A wonderful thing. 

Words raced through her mind as she stood, looking at nothing. And everything.  

 
The everlasting universe of things 

Flows through the mind, and rolls its rapid waves,  
Now dark—now glittering—now reflecting gloom— 
Now lending splendour, where from secret springs 

The source of human thought its tribute brings 
Of waters—with a sound but half its own,  

Such as a feeble brook will oft assume 
In the wild woods, among the mountains lone,  

Where waterfalls around it leap for ever,  
Where woods and winds contend, and a vast river 

Over its rocks ceaselessly bursts and rav— 
 
 

 “Excuse me.” An out of breath voice several feet behind demanded her attention. 

 The voice surprised her, but she didn’t respond. Instead she just stood there, looking out 

at the sky, listening to the heavy, winded breathing coming from behind her. She knew she was 

entitled to a few seconds more of peaceful thought before the distance of the voice and practices 

of politeness demanded she speak. The wind ruffled her tattered clothing and worn shoes, and 
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beneath the layers of brown cloth she could swear she almost felt cold. She looked up at the sky, 

and the voice from behind looked at her, and the sky looked at nothing at all.  

 “Excuse me?” The voice called again, closer this time.  

 Not yet, she thought to herself. 

 “Excuse me. Mentor Hendricks?”   

 She cringed with the mention of the word, and just like that, the moment’s peace was 

gone. Dismissed. Tossed to the cold air of the shattered peak and the brown sky. It ricocheted on 

the deep, dark chasms and valleys below her, and the echo that returned undulated across her 

lithe form. There were a few moments of comfortable silence before she finally removed the 

bandana covering her mouth and responded.    

 “Yes.” 

 As she turned to face the young boy, there was something in his frame that seemed to 

shake as her eyes met his own. It was, she assumed, that strange mix of fear and wonder she 

knew they all felt when they looked at her.  

 “The others…they wanted me to come get you. We heard you were coming back and 

when we picked you up on our scanners…” He was speaking much to fast and had to stop to 

catch his breath. “They…they thought you should be there for John. He’s about to undergo the 

Cleansing.”  

 The woman stared at this young boy…he was older now, but he seemed familiar. Mark. 

That was his name. She remembered him from her lectures. He must have been one of the 

youngest of her group. A troublemaker. Not so different from how she’d been in her youth. But 

now, standing there on the cliff, he was different. Distracted. Softer. She remembered defiance in 

his eyes but here, he refused to even meet her gaze.  



 55

 “Mark.” She said his name softly. “Mark, it’s going to be ok.”  

His head began to rise, slowly at first. She could see he was still quaking.  

“Mark. Look at me.”  

He finally did. Beneath his pale skin and long eyelashes, his dark blue eyes stared into 

her light grey ones. 

“Your brother is going to be fine. I promise you. The Cleansing looks and sounds much 

scarier than it actually is.” 

“I’ve heard…that it hurts. More than anything.” 

His fears, she knew, weren’t misplaced.  

“Mark. Look out into this valley.” She motioned for him to move up beside her so he did, 

slowly and hesitantly at first. “What do you see?” 

“Lots of rock.” 

“And?” 

“A really long drop.” He wasn’t wrong. The craggy outlook plunged into darkness. Even 

though it wasn’t light out, the brown of the sky was usually enough to see by, and almost always 

enough to gauge depths by. This was not the case with the peak.  

“And what do you feel when you stare into it?” 

She looked at him as she asked, studying his facial movements and the small tinges and 

tightening in his temples that indicated he was thinking.  

“Scared.”  

She smiled at this and looked away from him, moving her eyes back to the darkness.   

“Yeah. Me too.”  

In the distance, nothing moved.  
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“But it’s more than that, isn’t it?” she’d wanted to say. “It’s more than mere fear. What 

else do you feel?” But her mouth didn’t move. She knew what it was like. And she knew what he 

needed.  

She placed her hand gently on the boy’s back, and the woman moved him closer to the 

edge of the cliff. Side by side, they stood mere inches from the dark drop into nothingness. 

Beside her, she could feel the boy still shaking, ever so slightly. “It’ll be ok” she told him. “It’ll 

be okay.” 

To her left, Mark stared into the darkness.  
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Two.  

The agonized wails, the terrible screams were something they had been trying to fix for a 

long time. It was made difficult, however, by the sheer nature of the process. The old wires and 

chips ran deep into the body, and the removal of them was by no means a pretty sight or an easy 

task. The Cleansing was a procedure bred from pain. However, the results—as many would 

claim—were well worth it. As the small circle of people watched John writhe on the cold table, 

Mentor Hendricks held tightly onto Mark’s hand.  

 “It’ll be okay” she kept whispering to him. “It’ll be okay.” 

 The dark, cavernous walls echoed the young boy’s screams. Mark held on tighter.  

 

 After it was done, John was left to rest. Everyone except for his younger brother was 

ushered out by the surgeon, a large man with wild red hair. Mark moved to his brother’s side and 

grasped his sweating hand. He could feel John’s pulse beating between his fingers, and it was 

comforting. Turning back to look at the woman he saw her nod at him, almost imperceptibly, 

before she left the room.   

Outside in the tunnel, the camp’s leader, a tall man with soft features, was waiting for 

them. The red-haired surgeon moved to speak with him.  

 “John will be ok. We got most everything out, though they’ve started attaching the new 

generation chips directly to the cerebellum. With our current tools, it’s a little too risky to 

attempt removing any of them.” The doctor took off his stained gloves and wiped his forehead.  

 “Thank you, Harry. You did well. Get some rest.” The tall man’s voice was gentle and 

calming.  
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The surgeon moved past him, walking into the dimly lit tunnels. The woman began to 

follow, but as she moved he turned and called out to her.  

“Evelyn.”  

She turned to look at him. Even now, years later, the strength that had brought them 

together was still there behind his eyes.  

 “Owen.”  

 “Thank you. For coming, I mean.” 

 They stood in the hall for a while, neither of them really knowing what to say, and as 

Evelyn looked into his eyes she noticed something else there that she hasn’t seen before. It was a 

cloud. A weariness that she didn’t remember. He was looking at her, a profound sense of loss in 

those eyes, and she didn’t quite know what to say or do. She was thankful when he finally broke 

the silence. 

“Mark….he appreciates it more than he’ll ever say, Evelyn. He admires you, you know. 

Your old lessons really impacted him. It’s why I sent him after you, when we got word from 

Roger in Harvard that you were coming back.” 

 “How’d you know where to find me?” 

 Owen smiled.  

 “You always did love that old cliff.” 

 They stood still again, not saying anything for a while. Evelyn looked at Owen’s face, her 

eyes taking in the deep creases and graying hair—features she didn’t recall being there before. 

 “Are you staying?”   
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 Evelyn thought a while before answering. Her eyes found the soft lights implanted into 

the stone walls, and she couldn’t help but think about how soft and gentle they’d seemed to her 

as a younger woman. So much softer than the lights she had grown up with.  

 “I haven’t decided yet.” She turned to go but a hand on her shoulder stopped her. 

 “You’re always welcome here, you know. The children…they took a lot from your 

lessons. Many of them miss you.”  

 Evelyn moved her hand up to his and, touching it gently, removed it from her shoulder. 

Owen watched as she began to walk further and further away, out of his line of vision. His voice 

came out in little more than a whisper:  

 “I miss you, too.” 

 
 Very little had changed here, it seemed to Evelyn, since she had left all those months ago. 

There were more people, though that should have been no surprise. Living conditions, too, were 

still the same. Here in the underground portion of camp, rooms and corridors were carved into 

the hollows of the cave—into areas where the stone was weak or faulty. They had expanded 

since her departure. She had passed at least two new spaces, each relatively large and unadorned. 

One looked like it was being turned into another sleeping quarters. The second, she deduced 

from the generator and solar lights, seemed like an extension of the gardens.  

Moving through the tunnels, Evelyn only passed a few individuals, though she knew that 

didn’t mean there weren’t more there. Most of the town’s denizens were probably busy 

reinforcing the outdoor structures, expanding the tunnels, or working in the labs and library.  

Some of the individuals she passed she recognized, but there were more that she didn’t. 

Many looked up at her, and when most saw her they would stare for a while. Every now and then 

she would come across one who seemed skinnier than the others. There was one woman in 
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particular, a worker helping to excavate a new room, who Evelyn couldn’t help but notice. She 

was younger and her taut, unhealthy skin was pulled over her body like a mask too small for a 

face. Even though she was clothed, Evelyn could see the woman’s ribcage, briefly, with each 

deep breath she took, and the effect reminded her of the pictures she’d been shown during her 

history studies in the citydome. “This is what it used to be like”, her Mentor had said. 

As she continued walking, step by step through the tunnels, Evelyn kept seeing more of 

these skinny, unhealthy looking people. Many of these, she assumed, were “earlies”: older 

individuals from some of the first generations. Others still were mere imperfections, or 

mistakes—the types that, once their imperfections were noticed in the citydome, would have 

been discarded had they not escaped.  But there were also the rare, rare few, who were legitimate 

offspring. Regardless of where they came from, they all shared the same weakness: they had to 

eat—some more than others. And even after years of trial and error, food production was 

something all the wastecamps still struggled with.  

“Excuse me, Mentor. Hendricks” The frail hand that reached out of the darkness and 

touched Evelyn’s shoulder was thin and covered in dirt. Evelyn turned around to look at the 

small girl behind her. Even by the soft glow of the tunnel lights, she could tell who it was. 

“Oh. Tabitha.” 

The girl smiled. She was bigger than Evelyn remembered, and she had let her hair grow 

long. She had also grown skinny. Unhealthily skinny. As Evelyn looked at her and her starving 

frame, she pitied her. Before her Cleansing she wouldn’t have been able to, of course, and back 

then that fact drove her mad. She remembered when she first came to the Wastes and saw all 

these dirty people, and how no matter how hard she wanted to or struggled to, “pity” was 

something she just couldn’t quite feel. So, instead, she’d tried not to stare at their thin arms and 
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fragile bodies. She tried not to think of how sunken their eyes looked or how prominent their 

cheekbones were. Instead, Evelyn did the best she could to quantify just how unfair their 

situation was. Now though, looking at Tabitha, she could do more. She could feel more. It was 

painful, she thought. And it was worth it. 

 “I’m glad you remember me.” She smiled and her teeth were yellow. “I’d heard you were 

back and I was just wondering if you’d be staying. Staying and teaching us again, I mean.” 

“I haven’t decided yet.” Evelyn’s voice came out much more indifferent than she’d 

intended it to, and she could tell by the quick flicker of Tabitha’s eyes that the girl was offended. 

“Oh…”  

Evelyn tried to think of something to say, but nothing came. They stood there, in 

awkward silence surrounded only by the soft glow of the tunnel lights, Evelyn looking into the 

girl’s sunken face and Tabitha looking at the ground.  

“Well, Tabitha, it was nice to see you. I have to go, but…”  

“Wait.” The look in her eyes was suddenly serious. Suddenly forlorn. “Mentor 

Hendricks, I’ve missed your poems. You don’t know how much. And I just wanted…I just 

wanted…” 

“You wanted to hear one, again.” 

Tabitha’s nod was eager and quick, and as she looked up to meet Evelyn’s grey eyes that 

bothered her so much, the Mentor began to remember something. 

It took her no time at all to reach into her satchel and pull out the ancient book. 

“I seem to recall you having an affinity for Shelley.” 

Again, Tabitha nodded excitedly.  
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“Here. This one. I was thinking of it earlier.” Following her finger as it traced the dull 

and worn ink letters, Evelyn crafted the elegant and terrifying mountain for the second time that 

day. 

 

Mont Blanc yet gleams on high—the power is there,  
The still and solemn power of many sights 

And many sounds, and much of life and death. 
In the calm darkness of the moonless nights,  

In the lone glare of the day, the snows descend 
Upon that Mountain; none beholds them there, 
Nor when the flakes burn in the sinking sun,  

Or the star-beams dart through them. Winds contend 
Silently there, and heap the snow with breath 

Rapid and strong, but silently! Its home 
The voiceless lightning in these solitudes 
Keeps innocently, and like vapour broods 

Over the snow. The secret strength of things 
Which governs thought, and to the infinite dome 

Of heaven is as a law, inhabits thee! 
And what were thou, and earth, and stars, and sea, 

If to the human mind’s imagining 
Silence and solitude were vacancy? 

 
 
 After she had finished, Evelyn closed the book gently, held it to her chest for a moment, 

and placed it back in her bag.   

As she left Tabitha behind in the tunnel, she remembered, really remembered, what it felt 

like.  
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Three 

 Flashes. Of pain—a terrible, aching pain, in the muscles of her legs. Of heat all around 

her. Of sweat on her face. Of something that feels like fear.  

 There’s a fire, and an alarm, and the sound of shouting. There’s climbing and panting, 

an explosion, and then… 

 A hand, pulling her up. Pulling her out of darkness. 

 Evelyn sat up in bed, the abrupt movement of her torso waking her from sleep. Around 

her she could smell the musky, damp scent of earth. 

 “Lights on.” Even as she spoke the words, she knew they would have no effect. Getting 

out of her old bed, Evelyn felt her way along the wall in complete darkness, eventually reaching 

the table and the items she was looking for. Lighting a match, she watched for a while as the 

flame flickered before finally bringing it to the lamp.  

 The problem with the tunnels wasn’t the size, or the relative darkness of them, but the 

fact that it left most of its inhabitant unaware of the time of day. Even in the wastes it was 

possible to trace the sun’s progress, and in the citydomes, of course… 

 “Hey.” Even with the distance and lighting, Evelyn had no trouble identifying Owen’s 

slim silhouette. “You’re up early.” 

 “So are you.” He was only a few feet away from her now.    

 “I heard you read to Tabitha.” 

 Evelyn closed her eyes. She knew it would get back to Owen somehow. 

 “Yes. The girl needed it.” 
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 “Well, we need you.” Evelyn moved past Owen and began walking to the other end of the 

tunnel. With his long legs, it was easy for him to keep up with her. “Evelyn. Evelyn please listen 

to me…” 

 She kept moving, past doorways and rooms and what looked like the beginnings of a 

simple elevator. Eventually, Owen’s voice became softer and less noticeable in her mind, until it 

dissipated almost entirely. 

 “What are you doing?” He was shouting down the hallway. “Evelyn.”  

Evelyn.  

Evey. 

 She stopped. She was so close to the exit, now, but Owen was in front of her again. 

 “I know it’s hard. I know we don’t have much here. I know you probably enjoy working 

for the collectors out in the wastes more than you enjoy living in this shithole teaching little kids 

poetry. And I know this place has a lot of…painful memories for you.”  

 Her eyes tightened. 

 “But this is it. This is the terrible truth: we need you. We need you here. You said 

yourself that Tabitha needed you and that poem. Well, it’s true. We need you, Evey.” 

 She tried to move past him, but Owen blocked her way. There was something in his 

movement and posture—a weakness and resignation that hadn’t been there before. It made her 

feel wildly uncomfortable.  

 It was a long time before she responded.  

 “I’ll stay, Owen. At least for a little bit.” Her voice was little more than a whisper.  

 As she finally pushed past him and opened the massive door leading into the wastes, 

Owen smiled for the first time in a long while. 
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 Outside, the sky was dark. Beyond the craggy peaks of the mountains surrounding the 

camp, Evelyn could see the sun beginning its slow and shrouded ascent.  

The location of the camp had been chosen for its efficiency. On all sides there were tall 

mountains, keeping the location safe from the rare bands of marauders. There was only one path 

that didn’t require travel over the peaks, and it was well-monitored. On the tops of the four 

mountains forming the corners of the camp’s perimeter were stationed several of the camp’s 

occupants, who kept a lookout on the surrounding land and who would radio in should other 

wastecamps or travelers be spotted.  

Immediately outside of the tunnels, the camp was deceptively simple. There were a few 

generators masked as plants and an occasional camouflaged tent. Owen had always preferred 

building underground. He said it was the only way to reach the only fertile soil left, and because 

it was safer for the camp’s occupants, but Evelyn always thought it was largely due to his 

nostalgia for their citydome’s Underground. 

The real reason this camp had been built on this location, however, was due in no small 

part to its large well. Water was a much needed commodity, even for the newer generations, and 

its scarcity outside of the citydomes was why so few wastecamps were able to stay in one place. 

Evelyn thought of the first time she had had water from their well. She was still young then, and 

with her first sip she had instantly decided that the well-water was dirty—the water from the 

citydomes, after all, was always purified many times over. Now, however, she couldn’t imagine 

drinking anything else.  
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“Mentor Hendricks!” Two voices, in unison. She instantly recognized them as the young 

brothers. Turning to look at them, she saw Mark and John running towards her over the grey and 

brown floor of the mountainous valley.  

“Mark. John.” She smiled and nodded at them as they came to a stop. “How are you 

feeling, John? You seem much better.” 

The young boy nodded his head, quickly and violently.  

“I sure am! I even have a few new scars, Mentor Hendricks. Look at this big one on my 

neck!” He pulled the collar of his shirt back and Evelyn saw the crescent shaped incision all 

survivors of the Cleansing shared. Her own was slightly larger than most. The surgery had been 

performed without a trained doctor. Like all of the cleansed, Evelyn’s only real memory of the 

procedure was the overwhelming pain.  

“That’s very nice, John.” She smiled at him and the boy, realizing he hadn’t thought of 

anything else to say in his excitement, stood there awkwardly. Mark stepped closer.  

“So, Mentor Hendricks. Will you be teaching us again? We’ve really missed you. Owen 

tried to take over after you left but it just…wasn’t really the same. You have a much nicer voice 

than he does.” At this, Evelyn laughed. The sound was odd and uncomfortable, though also 

unforced. It surprised everyone, Evelyn included. 

“Thank you, Mark.” 

“Is it true that you both grew up in the citydome?” 

Evelyn nodded. “Yes. We did.” 

“What was it like?”  

 She was taken aback by the question. It had been awhile since she’d actively had to think 

of her old home. 
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“You boys have heard the stories before.”  

“But we like it when you describe it!” They were almost bouncing now. 

“It was…different. Much different” She took a deep breath and sat down, realizing she 

wasn’t getting out of this easily.  

“How was it different?” Their voices sounded odd to Evelyn when they spoke in unison 

like that. Siblings were an almost unheard of occurrence, anymore. These two, Evelyn guessed, 

were probably the result of an accidentally copied gene—twins, for alls intents and purposes. 

“Well, for starters, it was much cleaner. Much more orderly. There was also much less 

nature.” 

“Do you like it better out here?” 

Evelyn hesitated before she answered. 

“Yes. Without a doubt.”    
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Four 

 She was back at the peak again, staring out into its vast, unblinking expanse. She’d 

always come here, even before the incident. There was something about its unseen depth, its 

sheer danger, which she found both mysterious and beautiful. In her arms she was holding the 

ancient book, hugging it closely to her chest—secretly hoping that if she pressed hard enough, 

she could force it to become a part of herself. It was the only thing she had left of him.  

 That day she was taken, there was no explanation: no letter or official document outlining 

the situation. When she was old enough to return to Luke’s old building, there was only his 

empty room to comfort her. She’d scoured the place, canvassing every corner and empty space, 

but there was nothing. 

Some more years later she ran into Andrew. He’d seemed different somehow. There was 

a dead look to his eyes she’d found uncomfortable, and no matter how much she prodded he 

wouldn’t, or couldn’t tell her what had happened. When they’d parted ways it was as if they 

were nothing more than strangers. 

 She remembered how she’d felt in Luke’s absence—or better yet, she remembered how 

she didn’t feel. She knew there should have been something there. Some sort of overwhelming 

pain or hole or gaping emotional wound left by his disappearance. Instead, there was nothing. 

She felt nothing. And even though every part of her screamed to embrace an emotion that had 

been, quite literally, stripped from her…even though she found herself trying, over and over 

again, to rationalize the sensation and force her body to accept it, it wasn’t until the Cleansing 

that she really felt, really knew what it was to be sorrowful.  
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 “You miss him.” Any other time, any other day, she wouldn’t have wanted Owen at the 

peak with her. She closed her eyes and listened as his soft footsteps closed the distance between 

them.   

 “Yes.” 

 He was next to her, now, looking straight ahead. Looking into the same nothingness. 

 “I miss him too.” 

 Across the peak, the sun was beginning its slow descent—a hazy, whitish glow in the 

grey of the sky.  

 “The sublime. That’s what it’s called, I think.” 

 “Huh?” Evelyn turned to look at him. He was smiling. It wasn’t often that he knew 

something she didn’t.  

 “I suppose you were probably too young for him to try to explain it to you. To my class, 

at least, that’s what he called it. ‘The sublime’: that strange feeling of fear and wonder you get 

when you look at certain things.” 

 “Like this.” She motioned, slightly, at the descent lying before them.  

 “Yes.”  

 They were both inches away from the drop, now. Out of the darkness a mist was 

beginning to rise and cover the area.  

 “Evelyn,” Owen’s voice seemed so very far away, “we’re not doing well.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “The camp. Things just…they’re tough. Our numbers keep swelling. We keep taking in 

refugees. Not to mention the increasing number of bir—” he caught himself before he said it. 

“Food is the biggest problem. There just isn’t enough soil. And the well…”  
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 “What’s wrong with the well?” 

 “It’s running low. I don’t know if it’s the increase in our numbers, but we’re burning 

through it at an alarming rate.” 

 Evelyn remembered when they had first found the valley. How perfect it had seemed 

then. There was so much potential. For growth. For happiness. For life.    

 “Do the others know?” 

 “Only a few.” 

 “What will you do?” Evelyn turned to him and took in his features. His dark hair. His 

height. The wrinkles forming around the edges of his eyes—wrinkles that were coming far too 

early. She remembered how young and strong he had seemed when they first met. Only after her 

Cleansing did she realize how beautiful he really was.  

 “I’m not sure.” When he looked at her, there was fear in his eyes. “What would he have 

said, do you think?” 

 Evelyn thought for a minute, and then smiled. 

 “He probably would have quoted Coleridge. Or Wordsworth.” 

 Owen laughed. He looked at Evelyn’s face, then down at the book she was still holding to 

her chest. 

 “May I hold it?” 

 She hesitated, at first. It had been a long time since she’d let anyone else touch it. Owen 

noticed and she could tell that he was hurt by her reaction.  

“Sure.”  

Carefully and slowly she removed the book from her embrace, and, still gripping it with 

both hands, she held it out to Owen. He took it gently from her, almost reverently. Bringing it up 
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to his head, he held it out in front of himself, and breathed in the smell of the ancient pages. 

When she was younger, Evelyn had found Owen’s practice odd. Now, however, she couldn’t 

imagine him holding any book without smelling it. Out of the corner of his eye, Owen caught 

Evelyn watching him.  

“I got that from him, you know. The smelling thing. I don’t know if I ever told you that.”  

Evelyn shook her head. She hadn’t known.  

“‘Try to think of every place the book has been’, he’d said to me. ‘Imagine the trees that 

were used to make it and the people in the past who’d owned it.’ Even after he was…gone, and it 

was just me and this damn book, I kept smelling it. Every single day.” 

 “I miss him, Evey.” 

“I know. Me too.” When she looked back at him, Evelyn noticed something strange 

coming over Owen. Almost a half-formed shadow, of some sort. He held the book out in front of 

him, just staring at its cover. It wasn’t until what little light was left caught his face that she saw 

he was crying.  

“Owen.” 

He didn’t move. His hands were shaking slighty. 

“Here. You should take it back before I get it wet.” He held the book back out to her, 

reverently and softly, and Evelyn couldn’t help but notice how he was looking at it like it was the 

most important thing in the world.  

“Owen”, she said.  

Before she knew it Owen was in her arms, shaking and weeping. His sobs rocked his 

body, and Evelyn held him close.  

“It’s not at all like we’d imagined”, he managed. 
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Five 

I had a dream, which was not all a dream. 
The bright sun was extinguish’d, and the stars 

Did wander darkling in the eternal space,  
Rayless, and pathless, and the icy earth 

Swung blind and blackening in the moonless air;  
Morn came, and went—and came, and brought no day,  

And men forgot their passions in the dread 
Of this their desolation; and all hearts 

Were chill’d into a selfish prayer for light:  
And they did live by watchfires—and the thrones,  

The palaces of cowned kings—the huts,  
The habitations of all things which dwell,  

Were burnt for beacons; cities were consumed,  
And men were gathered round their blazing homes 

To look once more into each other’s face; 
 

 “I don’t like this poem, Mentor Hendricks.” The littlest of the group, Veronica, wore a 

look of fear and discomfort.  

 “Yeah, me neither.” 

 “Me neither”.  

The protests were met with nods from most of the rest of the seated children.   

 “Why don’t you like it?” Evelyn left the book open. She had expected this reaction.  

 “It’s dark.” 

 “It’s sad!” 

 “Where are the daffodils?”  

 In the corner of the dark room Evelyn saw Owen, smiling and nodding in agreement. She 

breathed in and looked around.  

 She hadn’t missed this particular place, to be honest, though she had missed the 

children—of that much she was certain. The walls, ceiling, and floor were all grey earth, useless 

for anything short of room-building. This was one of the first spaces they had carved out of the 
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ground. Owen had joked that it would look almost as good as the rooms in the Underground by 

the time they were done. Instead, it just looked like a crypt. The weak wall lighting and 

occasional lanterns were just barely enough to read by, and they left the room with an orange 

glow Evelyn found unsettling. At least here Evelyn was permitted to hand out copies of her 

poem. Of course, paper was scarce, so most of her students had been given thin slates of rock—

the poems imprinted on there with a drawing laser. It was archaic, Evelyn often thought to 

herself, but it was better than nothing.     

 “It’s supposed to be sad. It’s called ‘Darkness’, after all.” Mark’s addition surprised 

Evelyn. From this distance, his face was barely visible.  

 “It is sad,” she began, “but there’s more to the poem too. If you’re all willing to hear the 

rest, that is.” 

 There was a slight murmur that ran through the sea of youthful faces, but the lack of any 

noticeable protest moved Evelyn to continue.  

 
Even dogs assail’d their masters, all save one,  

And he was faithful to a corse, and kept 
The birds and beasts and famish’d men at bay,  
Till hunger clung them, or the dropping dead 

Lured their lank jaws; himself sought out no food,  
But with a piteous and perpetual moan 

And a quick desolate cry, licking the hand 
Which answered not with a caress—he died. 

 
 
 “What’s a dog?” 
 
 “Sssshhhh” 
 
 

The world was void,  
The populous and the powerful was a lump,  

Seasonless, herbless, treeless, manless, lifeless— 
A lump of death—a chaos of hard clay.  
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The rivers, lakes, and ocean all stood still,  
And nothing stirred within their silent depths;  

Ships sailorless lay rotting on the sea, 
And their masts fell down piecemeal; as they dropp’d 

They slept on the abyss without a surge— 
The waves were dead; the tides were in their grave,  

The moon their mistress had expired before; 
The winds were withered in the stagnant air,  

And the clouds perish’d; Darkness had no need 
Of aid from them—She was the universe. 

 
 
 The room was silent as she finished. Evelyn closed the book and looked out at the sea of 

poorly-lit faces, and none of them looked back. Save one. 

 “Yes, Tabitha.” 

 “Why’d he write this, Mentor? It seems different to me than other things Byron has 

written. Why is it so dark?” 

 “Much of what Byron writes is ‘dark’, actually. You just have to see it. As to why he 

wrote this particular poem, I’m not sure I can answer that.” 

 “But why? Why write it? This doesn’t feel the same as…as other things we’ve 

discussed.” There was a look in the skinny girl’s eyes that Evelyn instantly recognized, of a 

hunger for something much more sustaining than anything physical.  

 “I think” Evelyn started, quickly looking at Owen in the corner of the room, “that Byron 

saw the world in a shade of grey.” 

 “Sort of like how we do?”  

 “Yes. But not just in a physical or environmental way, mind you.” 

 Many of the faces before her looked puzzled.  
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 “Okay. Think of it this way: physically, the world was clearer when Byron was alive. 

There were trees and mountains and lakes and rivers. The sky wasn’t always dark. You could see 

the sun, unobstructed.” In the corner of the room, Owen shuffled.  

 “But just because the world was literally ‘brighter’…just because it was different than 

our world, doesn’t mean that it wasn’t still complicated. Or sad.”  

 “Or beautiful.” Owen’s voice from the back was quiet, but loud enough to startle the 

class.  

 “Yes. Or beautiful.”   

 “So then what does this poem mean, Mentor Hendricks?”  

 “Why don’t you tell me what you think, Tabitha?” The girl was taken aback by the 

question. She hesitated and stood quiet for a while before answering.  

 “Well, it’s a dark poem. It’s not a happy poem. Of that much I am certain. But there’s 

more to it, too. Or at least, I feel like there’s more to it. Even in all of the darkness, for instance, 

there’s the character of the loyal animal. The dog.” 

 “And it dies.” John was never one to quell his thoughts—even when they resulted in what 

most would consider rude interruptions.   

 “Yes, it dies, but it’s loyal. Even in the face of all those terrible things, it’s a loyal, good 

dog.” 

 “You’re very right.” Evelyn nodded at the skinny girl and then gave a sharp, 

reprimanding look at John. “So if it dies then, Tabitha, what’s its purpose in the poem?”  

 Again, the girl thought for a while before answering.  

 “It’s a remnant, I suppose. Of the goodness that was in the world before the darkness 

swallowed it.”  
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 “I’d agree with that. So now, a question for the class: what is the poem’s tone like, in 

reference to the end of the universe?” 

 The class stared into many separate directions. Tabitha was looking at nothing at all, 

seemingly lost in thought. Mark and John each looked at their desks, at the copies of Byron’s 

poem “Darkness” sitting there etched in stone in front of them, their faces clenched in 

concentration. No one spoke for a long while. 

 “I’m not sure” Owen began, from the back of the room, “that it’s an entirely dark poem. 

Or maybe it is. Maybe what I’m not sure about is whether or not Byron really thinks that 

darkness is such a bad and unexpected thing. I mean yes: darkness results in the end of the 

universe. But is that…such a bad thing? Isn’t it the way of the world? We’re born. We live. And 

then we end.” He moved slightly closer, and Evelyn could finally make out his eyes in the dimly 

lit classroom. They were comforting.  

 “I like that interpretation, Owen” she whispered. “You must also remember however, that 

as the first lines in the poem tell us, it is only a dream. ‘I had a dream’…” 

 “‘Which was not all a dream.’” He finished. 
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Six 

            Evelyn still wasn’t sure why, exactly, she had decided to come. The woman was wailing: 

a terrible, animal sound that hurt Evelyn’s ears and that echoed deep—much deeper than even 

the agonized screams of the newly cleansed. And Evelyn, surprising herself, found that she hated 

it. She hated it almost as much as she envied it. 

            Before her, spread out on the brown earthen table, in a room several stories beneath the 

ground and designated primarily for Cleansings and other medical purposes, a life was being 

created. 

            Even as a girl in the citydome, Evelyn had loved hearing of the ancient practices of 

childbirth. She always found it a curious thing. Why, she thought, would anyone consent to such 

physical pain? It wasn’t worth it. The new ways—the laboratories with their foolproof science—

were much better. There was no mess. No wailing. No unnecessary fornication. No more 

imperfect creations. It was so much better. 

            Across from her, Owen was holding the woman’s hand. She was still wailing. Sweat was 

forming on her brow, her face was red with effort, and her bent legs were shaking. Every muscle 

in her frail, small body was tense and flexing. “It’ll be ok”, Owen kept saying. “Push now”, the 

doctor under her legs kept saying. 

            There was a knock at the entrance—an act of courtesy, more than anything else, for they 

had nothing with which to construct doors—and a young, blonde haired man ran in. Much too 

young, Evelyn thought. 

            “Kendal. Kendal it’s going to be ok.” When she finally managed the strength to turn her 

head to look at him, Kendal smiled. And then she screamed again. 
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            “It’s out”, the doctor whispered. Kendal and the boy both looked his direction, as he 

slowly lifted his arms from between her legs. Wrapped in a brown cloth was the wet, red, tiny 

form of a new human being. Its cries were feeble and short, and when Kendal took it into her 

arms the light that was in her eyes began to flicker. 

            “Why is she so small?” 

            “Owen, a word with you outside, please.” In the dark of the hallway, the doctor and 

Owen spoke in hushed tones. Kendal and the young man were busy admiring their new child, but 

Evelyn was close enough to hear some of the words. 

            “You can’t keep letting this happen, Owen. Our bodies…none of us are ready.” 

            “I know. I’ve tried to reinforce measures, to tell them that…” 

            “Well it’s not enough. This is the fifth delivery this year. The fourth born premature. That 

child…I doubt it’ll survive the week.”            

            “I know.” 

            “You need to do more. You know the consequences of this sort of thing, better than 

most.” 

            That was all Evelyn needed to hear, and the new parents, happy with their new, death-

bound child, were all she needed to see. 

            She was in the hallway, running, and everything was beginning to blur. The ugly, dim 

yellow lights and the brown walls and the rooms and the skinny people—until she was on her 

knees, vomiting up what little liquid was in her body, and crying. She sat there until arms held 

her from behind. 

            “Evey.” His voice was soothing. She didn’t care if he sounded terrible when he read 

Wordsworth out loud. “Evey.” 
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            “At least they get a week” was all she could manage in-between tears. 

            “Evey”, he said again. 

            He had said her name that night, too. Exactly like that. He had held her body close to his, 

and their limbs coiled and their breath quickened until there was nothing left in all their world 

except for the space in that earthen room. 

            That night, the impossible happened. 

            Another eight months later and it happened again. 

            “Don’t leave,” he’d said to her. “You have so much to give. To the kids here. To this new 

world. To me.” But it was too late. She had already decided. 

            And now his arms were around her, just like they were that day so many years ago.          

Neither of them said anything for a long while. 

“Did you like it? Being a collector?” 

She was slowing now, her breath returning to normal. She noticed Owen’s leg was sitting 

in her vomit, though he didn’t seem to mind. 

“Yes. It was simpler.” 

“Simpler? Weren’t you ever afraid? Of bandits or thieves? Or of scouting parties from the 

citydomes?” 

Evelyn thought for a while and for a moment flashes of her old life sparked in her mind. 

She remembered wandering from place to place, with only Caitlin and Roger to keep her 

company. She remembered entering decrepit buildings—ancient structures from the past. She 

remembered living out of natural caverns, and of the importance of stealth. In all their travels 

they only ever found a few books, but it was better than nothing. She remembered when Caitlin 

was shot, and how Roger had held her screaming. She remembered their return to the library at 
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Harvard. She remembered the celebration that followed, and the new, completed copy of Moby 

Dick being raised up on a pedestal. And she remembered how Roger had stood in the corner the 

entire time, with that look in his eyes.  

“I was. But it is much scarier to stand in front of a group of young minds, and to realize 

that their future, in more ways than one, is in your hands, than it is to scour the wastes for old 

books.” She couldn’t see his face, but she knew he was smiling behind her.   

“Teaching the kids is pretty scary, isn’t it?” 

Just the way he said it, the playfulness behind it, felt like something from a long time ago. 

Like something that didn’t belong there, in the hallway below the earth. She laughed, and he 

laughed, and his leg was still sitting in her vomit. 

“It’ll be ok”, he finally said to her. 

She knew he was lying, but it felt nice to hear anyways. 
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Seven 

Thou still unravish’d bride of quietness, 
Thou foster-child of silence and slow time, 
Sylvan historian, who canst thus express 

A flowery tale more sweetly than our rhyme: 
What leaf-fring’d legend haunts about thy shape 

Of deities or mortals, or of both, 
In Tempe or the dales of Arcady? 

What men or gods are these? What maidens loth? 
What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape? 

What pipes and timbrels? What 
wild ecstasy? 

 

Evelyn looked up from the old book, its pages worn and stained with use, and stared out 

at the small crowd of faces.  

“So? What do you think?” 

Silence. Evelyn waited a few more seconds, moving her eyes from person to person. No 

one moved, until finally a skinny arm rose in the middle of the classroom.  

“Yes, Tabitha.” 

“I liked it, Mentor Hendricks.” 

 “I’m glad. Why?” 

“I liked the language. It was pretty. More so than Wordsworth or Byron, I think.” 

At this, Evelyn saw John shooting his twin a quick glance and smirk. “Suck up”, Evelyn 

heard him say. 

“And what are your thoughts, John?”  

The boy was caught off guard. His dirty hair bounced quietly as he turned to face her.  

“Umm…well…eh…I have a question, I guess: why did you re-read that first stanza?” As 

he said it, John looked over at Mark, giving him a small and hesitant thumbs up from beneath his 

desk.  
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“Why don’t you tell me?” 

 “Because it’s important?” 

“Very good, Tabitha.” 

At this, the young girl smiled. Evelyn couldn’t help but notice just how feeble she 

looked—even more than usual.   

 “So if it’s ‘important’, why is it important?” She was looking at the twins again, and she 

could tell they were searching for answers. For being such occasional nuisances, they really did 

care about the poetry, Evelyn thought.  

 Another hand rose, in the first row this time. 

 “Yes, Veronica.” 

 “What’s a ‘Grecian Urn’, Mentor Hendricks?” 

 Evelyn realized that, once again, she’d been moving too fast. These children knew so 

little. Without their implants and the technology of the schools in the citydomes, they were 

limited in the scope of their knowledge. They were limited to the words on the slates of rock, and 

to their daily lessons with Evelyn, Owen, and the several other teaching volunteers.  

 “An urn is a…jar, of sorts. Like the kind we use when we bring water to everyone. And 

‘Grecian’ means ‘from Greece’. ‘Greece’ was an old country in the east.”   

 “So…are the things on this urn, these” the little girl scanned her tablet with her finger, 

her lips mouthing each word to herself in careful consideration, “dales of Arcady, and gods and 

pipes and tim—tim—”   

 “Timbrels.” 

 “Tim—brels…all from Greece?” 

 Evelyn smiled at the little girl, and nodded excitedly.  
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 “Very good question, Veronica. They might be. But what’s more important than where 

these things are from, perhaps, is that they’re on the urn at all. Why would they be there?” 

 “Because they’re important?” It was Mark who spoke out this time, and the look Tabitha 

shot him was cold.  

 “Perhaps. But what would be important about them?”  

 Evelyn looked out at the young faces sitting before her, and again no one answered. 

Towards the back of the class, a figure entered the room. 

 “Maybe it’s not the specific scene that’s important…but that there’s a scene at all?” 

Owen’s voice was pervasive and demanding, and in that moment Evelyn remembered why it was 

he’d made such a good leader.  

 “And what’s so important about there being a scene?” 

“Because,” he began. The word lingered for a long time, before Owen continued. 

“Because it’s human. Because it’s recorded. Because it exists.” 

“And is ‘existing’ enough? What about thriving? And living?” The whole class was 

watching them now. Owen was moving towards her, slowly, and the space between them seemed 

larger than it actually was.  

“The world’s imperfect. Keats knew that. There is no cure for imperfection.” 

He was past most of the earthen tables, now. Behind him, Tabitha was swaying in her 

desk.  

“It’s not enough to have beautiful moments captured in time.” 
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