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Chapter 1 – Awakening 
I awoke with a dull sense of foreboding. For a moment, in that moment of disorientation 

between sleeping and waking, I thought I was still in my cell. But when I saw the intricate, decorative 
tiling on the curved roof above my head, I remembered that I had been released to the non-
partnered women’s dormitory, at last. The pattern of the gaps in the tiling was as familiar as the 
lines on my own hands.  

As my mind cleared, I recalled that I was rostered on to Parental Duties, back to my normal 
duties. The litany, repeated since childhood, chanted in my brain: Parent to one, parent to all. 

I stared at the tiles, and an uninvited thought entered my head. I wonder whether they’ve 
reinstated Macon yet …? I rolled over and buried my head in my pillow, grinding my teeth. No. Don’t 
think about him. The taste of betrayal was bitter even now.  

No matter how much I tried, I couldn’t get back to sleep. My mouth was furry, dry. The lighting 
was still dim, so the day hadn’t started. I had no idea how long it was until breakfast time.  

The cavernous room was a sea of blanketed, sleeping bodies, laid out in rows, dimly lit by a faint 
fluorescent light emanating from the open bathroom doorway further down the corridor. I slipped 
on my overshoes, and padded down the central corridor to the communal bathroom.  

A long time ago, probably before the Catastrophe, someone had painted the bathroom, but 
now the paint was slowly peeling and decaying, black spotted mould spreading down the walls like 
fingers, bubbling behind the paint, and then bursting through. The musty smell of the mould 
competed with the sewerage smell from the toilet cubicles. The few fluorescent bulbs on the roof 
cast a dim and eerie light over the bathroom. Bzzz, bzzz, bzzzt! One of the bulbs was about to fail.  

As I turned on the taps, the rusty feel of them made my skin crawl. I washed my face and stared 
into the flyspecked mirror. I always look terrible under that light – my pale skin takes on a greenish 
hue – but I wasn’t really seeing my reflection. 

Bzzz, bzzz, bzzzt! The light bulb flashed and hummed intermittently behind me, visible in the 
mirror. The buzzing made my head hurt. Why hasn’t someone replaced it? Someone needs to tell the 
Strikeforces to scavenge another bulb. I turned off the tap with a wrench. I’m not going to tell them. I 
don’t want to go anywhere near them. 

A large scavenged bucket holding drinkable water had been placed at the end of the row of 
chipped enamel sinks, with mugs on a bench beside it. I scooped water into a mug, took a small sip, 
swished it around my mouth, and then spat it out. Ah, that’s better. Then I drank the remaining 
water. The electric lights in the dormitory flicked on. A woman yawned loudly, and others started to 
stir. The morning shift. Thank goodness, I didn’t have to toss and turn for hours.  

Someone spoke behind me. “Hey!”  

I dropped the mug into the sink with a clatter, and turned, but it was only Suze.  

“Sorry,” she said, her face dropping. “Didn’t mean to scare you.” 

“It’s okay. I was daydreaming.” 

“Are you on Parental Duties today?”  

“Yeah, the three-year-olds this morning, then nine- and ten-year-old girls.” I’d received my daily 
duties from the duty master yesterday. I tried to keep my voice even, to conceal my excitement and 
anxiety. Suze wouldn’t inform on me, would she? A voice spoke in the back of my head. You never 
know. 
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Suze smiled. “I’m on duty with you this morning. Great!”  

The Barren arrived. As she swung the bell and paced the central dormitory corridor, she called, 
“One thousand and forty-two weeks and five days!” I wished she hadn’t reminded me. The next 
Month Party is about two weeks away.  

Suze washed her face, and dragged the brush through her unruly hair. I stood to the side, 
unsure whether Suze was comfortable with me. Other women trickled into the bathroom and 
pretended I wasn’t there. But Suze continued to prattle to me about how bad her sleep had been – 
Jessie snored – and how she hoped both she and Jessie would find new partners soon, for both their 
sakes.  

After we’d made our beds, Suze and I went to breakfast. The eating area was a large open space 
with cracked white tiles on the walls. It had been a thoroughfare; faded signs hanging from the roof 
directed people to go in obsolete directions.  

Suze nudged me to join the breakfast queue. As usual, it was one scoop of porridge. At least it 
wasn’t cold, like the porridge in sequestration. I hate its greyish colour and lumpy, gelatinous 
texture, but you shouldn’t be fussy. Others are worse off. Since I was young, I have felt bad for the 
Barrens who serve the meals, because they’re not allowed to eat until everyone else has finished. 
And there’s less food to share now. 

Suze and I sat at the long trestle tables. As we settled on the hard benches, Seana, the woman 
sitting opposite, got up and moved further down the table, away from us. She wouldn’t meet my 
eyes. I tried to keep my face still, but it was hard. I thought I wouldn’t be ostracised any more!  

Suze shrugged, and moved into Seana’s spot so that the gap was less obvious. “Some people 
never grow up,” she said, looking at Seana. “You’ve done your time.” I smiled in thanks. I’m glad I 
met her at the bathroom today. 

I looked at the mural of the Chief Councillor staring down at us all, his face benevolent. Every 
time I saw it, I noticed one eye was slightly smaller than the other – whoever had painted it on the 
tunnel wall had the perspective slightly wrong. I couldn’t hold his painted gaze, and turned my 
attention back to my porridge. 

Shortly after that, Felix slid into the space next to me, a smile spreading over his thin, shy face. I 
had to restrain myself from hugging him. I’d missed him. Felix harbours a secret, exciting wickedness 
out of keeping with his quiet exterior. He was the one who came up with the crazy ideas when we 
were younger, but I was the one to put them into practice. And the one to get caught.  

“Hey Felix,” said Suze.  

Felix flashed a brief smile at Suze, and chewed on his fingernail. No one said anything for at 
least fifteen heartbeats. I couldn’t think of anything to say.  

Thankfully, Suze filled the silence by telling us who was partnered with whom after the most 
recent Month Party, which of course I had missed.  

“Did you know, Rich is going with Fion again! That’s the second time they’ve been in a 
registered partnership, can you believe it? I wonder if anything will come of it this time. You know 
what I mean. And Leena just found out she’s pregnant … so she won’t be going. Isn’t that nice for 
her?” 

I didn’t want to think about Month Parties. I didn’t want to offer myself to anyone. I wanted to 
be by myself.  
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I tuned out Suze’s chatter, although I made polite comments at intervals: “Ah. Really?” “That’s 
nice.” My thoughts were elsewhere. I wondered how much Cady had grown while I was 
sequestered. Then I pulled myself up and thought about the other children I’d see. I love all the 
children equally. Parent to one, parent to all.   

Something Suze said caught my ear, and Felix tensed beside me.  

I looked up from my porridge. “Sorry, what was that?”  

Felix had put up his left hand as if to stop Suze, but she was unstoppable. “I was just saying that 
Macon’s in a partnership with Rilla, and she’s pregnant.”  

A lump of porridge seemed to have lodged in my throat. “Rilla? He’s with Rilla—?” She’s as 
different from me as you can get. Dark-haired, tall, curvaceous. A popular girl, gossipy, but not in a 
pleasant way ... 

Felix glared. “Suze … Can you think before you speak?”  

“Aww, I forgot!” Suze said, half lifting her hands.  

I tried to shrug. “Forgot about what?” It didn’t come out right because my lips felt like dried, 
stiff cardboard.  

Felix’s and Suze’s expressions showed that my attempt at nonchalance had failed.  

“I’ve learned my lesson,” I protested. “I don’t care what he does! I’m never going near him 
again.” 

“Just as well,” said Suze. Her round face shadowed as she remembered that I had been taught 
the hard way. I had been released yesterday.  

Then she brightened. “You need someone to take your mind off things. Someone new!” Suze 
gave Felix a sly look, and then raised her eyebrows. “There’s a very nice man sitting next to you. 
Have you noticed?”  

I rolled my eyes at Suze. “What do you think? Of course I have.”  

Felix squirmed in his seat, his cheeks reddening. 

Suddenly, it was all too much. I stood and invented an excuse to leave. “I’ve got to go to the 
toilet. But I’ll see you at Parental Duties, Suze.” 

I put my dirty bowl in the washing-up pile, and my frustration rose. I’d forgotten how most 
people just talk about babies and partners, partners and babies. I hate it. Why can’t Suze just leave 
me alone? It’s not as if I haven’t tried with Felix— When a Barren glared at me, I realised I had put 
the bowl down with a smack, almost breaking it. I forced a smile over my face. Stop. Don’t blame 
Suze. She’s one of the few people who has been pleasant since you were released. It’s not her fault. 
You don’t want to be reported for inappropriate behaviour now. 

“Wait for me, Marri!” called Felix. He shovelled the final spoonful of porridge into his mouth, 
and rose, presumably eager to escape further attempts by Suze to set him up with someone. 
Perhaps she’d offer herself to Felix at the next Month Party? Internally I winced. Some people just 
shouldn’t share with each other. 

As I stood waiting, Rilla walked in. She scowled as she saw me, and put her hand over her belly 
in a familiar protective gesture. I blushed to my hairline, and jerked my eyes away. A murmur of 
interested conversation passed over the other diners. I muttered under my breath to myself: ‘Think 
of the Monster Rat and he appears’. Or she appears, in this case. 
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Felix shepherded me out of the meals area so that I didn’t make more of a spectacle of myself. 
Without discussing it openly, we took the back way to the upper levels; the tunnel few other people 
use because it’s steep, and smells like damp socks. Felix went first, and I followed, clutching the 
damp, metal handrail. I kicked myself. My hands will smell like rusty metal now.  

As we climbed, I said to Felix, “Sorry you had to put up with Suze and her eternal desire to set 
people up into productive partnerships.”  

Ahead of me, he shrugged.  

“She has a point, though. It’s been ages since you’ve been in a partnership, and you need to sire 
a child. You can’t be on the drumming team every Month Party. Someone will notice. Trust me, 
going before the Council is not fun. You might be made a Barren.”  

Felix’s shoulders slumped. He stopped on the stairs and faced me.  

“Not you too! I can’t bear it if you start on me!” 

When I saw his face, my heart stopped.  

“Felix, what’s happened?”  

He looked at his feet. The only sound was the slow trickle of water from the pipes lining the 
roof. The walls had once been covered in regular square white tiles, with a line of blue tiles just 
above the handrail, but now green slime had grown over them. An old map of the tunnels was half-
hanging from the wall, but the colourful crisscrossing lines were so rusted they were almost 
indecipherable. Tiny stalactites hung from the roof like strings. 

I put my hand on Felix’s arm. He was trembling. “You’re not in trouble with the Council, are 
you? Earth Above, why didn’t you tell me?”  

He looked up. “How could I? You’ve been sequestered for three months. How could you have 
helped anyway?”  

“Well, I’m a woman … you could have—” 

“Marri. You’ve been partnered, pregnant or with the babies since we were fifteen. It’s not like I 
ever had a chance—” 

The words burned. I hadn’t chosen Felix as my first partner. I took a backwards step. My breath 
huffed out. “Oh no. I deserve to be sequestered. I’m a bad friend— I tried to indicate that I was 
willing to be your partner, that first Month Party when I came back after I birthed Lilah, but you 
didn’t seem to notice, and then … you know what happened next – why did I get so drunk? – I’m 
such a fool!”  

Felix’s face filled with regret. “Don’t blame yourself. It’s my fault – I should have told you 
earlier. Please don’t get upset; you’ve already been punished. They should have sequestered that 
spoiled piece of shit instead, but that’s never going to happen, his sire wouldn’t stand for it—” 

“Shh!” I shook Felix’s elbow gently. “You’re my best friend, Felix. If you need a partner, I’ll be 
your partner.” 

Felix stared at the green runnels of slime. “You know, I realised you were prepared to make an 
offer to me at that Month Party, but I ignored your signals. I was afraid I’d ruin our friendship. Every 
partnership I’ve had – not that I’ve had many – has been disastrous.” 

“What about Leena? You seemed happy with her.” 

Felix’s face twisted. “No. She reported me.” 
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“What? She did what—?” 

“Don’t blame her! I drank a lot, in the evenings. It was the only way I could survive, but then I 
couldn’t do my duty.” 

 “I never realised … Why? You know we’re not supposed to drink except at Month Parties … did 
you get alcohol illegally from one of those Strikeforce idiots? Not Leo?”  

He turned away. “I hate the way they force us into partnerships. It makes me sick.” 

After a long silence, I put my hand on Felix’s shoulder. “I’m here, if you’ll take me.” 

The fluorescent light on the walls of the tunnel reflected in his eyes as he turned; unshed tears 
hung on the edges of his lower eyelashes.  

“Thanks Marri. You’re a better friend than I deserve.” 

We were standing so close to one another that I thought for a moment he was going to kiss me. 
My heart skittered in my chest, and thoughts ran through my mind in a panicked cascade. Uh oh … I 
don’t know if I’m ready … it feels weird to think of my best friend like this … what’s wrong with me? 

To my secret, guilt-ridden relief, Felix turned away. “We’d better go now – we’ll be late for our 
shifts. Neither of us needs more trouble.”  

“Take care, Felix. I’ll talk to you later.”  

We continued up the stairs in silence, and went to our respective duties. 

When I arrived at the children’s area, I greeted the others on shift for three-year-old Parental 
Duties. My heart sank when I saw Rich was one of them. His lip curled with contempt when he saw 
me, and I ducked my eyes. Strikeforce men. They’re so arrogant. Particularly Rich.  

Nothing had changed since I’d been sequestered. Like our communal eating area, the children’s 
area had been a thoroughfare with open rooms off to the side. Some of the rooms had faded and 
incomprehensible signs above them: I didn’t know who ‘Fast Mart’ was, but his name was in a few 
places. Barriers built out of scavenged materials separated the thoroughfare into sections, so that 
the children were divided into age groups. They played on platforms off the damp, cold floor.  

It was wonderful to see the children again. I had missed them. Some children were playing with 
communal toys: dolls, wooden blocks, and wheeled vehicles like the ones we find abandoned in 
tunnels, all made from scavenged material. Priscilla, a three-year-old girl, raced up and grabbed my 
hand to show me a mysterious, complex game which she and other children had invented. As far as I 
could work out, it involved putting rocks in a line. I smiled, wishing that I could still take such joy in 
simple things.  

As I inspected the line of rocks and pretended to admire it, a boy ran past, chasing three other 
children, shouting, “I’m the Monster Rat! Run, run, run!” The shouting echoed in the curved roof 
above. As a girl, I was terrified of the Monster Rat. It was a huge rat, said to appear when someone 
was going to die, and it had glowing red eyes and horrible fangs. Various people on overnight 
Parental Duties had had to reassure me that it wasn’t under my trestle bed.  

It occurred to me now that someone had invented the Monster Rat as a means of keeping the 
children under control, so that they didn’t wander into decrepit old tunnels filled with water and 
rubble. The real monster in the tunnels doesn’t have glowing red eyes and horrible fangs. He’s 
human, I thought. And I couldn’t run away from him. No, no – don’t think about it. Don’t think. I 
wrapped my arms around myself. 
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A boy called Jay fell over while being chased by the “Monster Rat”. He wailed, his mouth a big 
red square of distress. I picked him up and held his curly dark head to my chest, kissing him.  

He flung his arms around me and said, “I love you!” through sobs. “I missed you!”  

“I love you too, Jay.”  

I carried him to the side room where we stored medical and cooking equipment. I patted his 
curls, touched that he remembered who I was after three months. That’s unusual in a three-year-
old, although no other woman looks like me: reddish-blondish-brownish hair, greenish-bluish-
greyish eyes. My colouring doesn’t even have the decency to be certain: I’ve been told it looks 
different in different lights. I spent my childhood wishing for nice black hair and brown eyes like 
almost everyone else. We’re not supposed to look different, and I felt that people regarded my 
appearance as a flaw which was reflected in my character. They tell me I got my hair from the 
woman who bore me, but she died when she gave birth to me. I was her seventh child. 

Suze was cutting up the precious hydroponically-grown fruit. I stole a strawberry and popped it 
into Jay’s mouth and Suze grinned and pretended to swat me with the knife. Then she gave me a 
strawberry too, a rare treat which we usually only get at Month Parties. The sweet tartness burst in 
my mouth, and I tried to make the taste last. Jay’s sobs slowed as he chewed, and soon he was 
better. Suze kissed him too. She’s lovely, if only she’d stop trying to set people up!  

I watched the playing children. I tried not to look at Cady, but it was difficult for my eyes not to 
be drawn to her because, like me, she did not look like other people. She smiled at the little dark-
haired girl she was playing with, and held her hand. I hoped that Cady got into less trouble than I had 
as a child. My eldest child, Lilah, seemed to be taking after me. When I was sequestered, one of the 
Barrens who delivered food to my cell had told me she had been caught trying to creep into a 
forbidden area. Poor Lilah. 

I shook myself. I owed it to these beautiful children to give them all equal attention. I was still 
holding Jay. I hugged him again to make up for my selfish thoughts. He squirmed from my arms and 
joined the other children. The time for affection was over.  

I turned to Suze to ask if the platters of fruit were ready yet. For a heartbeat, the lights 
hummed, and then there was a flash. Blackout. One of the solar generators had failed again. An 
engineering Strikeforce team would have to connect a backup generator. It had been happening 
more often lately. Some children started to cry.  

Rich called out in the darkness. “Get the emergency torch, Marri, Suze!”  

I groped for the faintly fluorescent torch, which was fastened onto the wall. It was painted using 
a kind of mushroom that grows in the tunnels. I used the torch to find an oil lamp in the cupboard, 
then lit the lamp and put it in the middle of the grouped children. 

“Don’t touch it,” I said. “It burns.” I pretended to put my finger near the flame, then pulled my 
finger back quickly and put it in my mouth to illustrate. “Ow!” The children looked at me with round, 
serious eyes, the orange lamp reflected many times over in their gazes.  

I handed the torch to Rich, and we fetched more oil lamps. He scowled at my attempts to start a 
conversation as we searched the cupboards. “What’s your problem with me, Rich?” I muttered. 

“You don’t appreciate what we have here,” he hissed. “We’re lucky to be alive – think how 
many thousands died! – but our survival depends on obeying the rules. You don’t give a shit about 
the rules. And you pull others down with you.” 

I hunched my shoulders, stung to my core. “I do care! I … I do appreciate it! I’ve learned my 
lesson.” 
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Rich snorted, and I handed him a lamp. We lit the other lamps and soon the room was filled 
with a guttering orange glow and sooty smoke. 

Angela ran downstairs to check what was happening with the power. Meanwhile, Rich and 
Leena made the children sing the song about family; the one that had been echoing in my head 
when I woke up.  

“We are all one happy family.  

A parent to one is parent to all.  

We love each o-o-o-other. 

We love and share, we love and care.”  

As Suze and I laid out the fruit platters in the ruddy light, Rich told the children how we had 
come to live in the tunnels, and why it was important to be one happy family. Of course, this was 
familiar from the Chief Councillor’s weekly lectures, but I listened, stung by the implication that I was 
a rotten fruit, tainting everyone. Rich’s words had shaken me.  

“We look after you, and we love you very much. You are precious,” Rich said in serious tones. 
“We make sure that you’re safe. Don’t go in the tunnels without a grown up. Some tunnels are 
dangerous, and it’s very, very dangerous above ground, out of the tunnels. People ruined the world 
up there – with bombs, with other things – there are horrible diseases, and big holes in the ground. 
The Chief Councillor saved us with his knowledge and guidance. We’re very lucky that the Council 
kept us alive.”  

A boy put up his hand. “Will we go back? Up there?” 

Rich turned to the boy. “The Council and the Strikeforces are trying to make it safe. But you 
might be quite old before it happens.”  

Rich was right about one thing: I had broken the rules repeatedly, and not only with Macon. As 
children, Felix and I had explored the tunnels thoroughly, until a band of Strikers caught us in an 
upper tunnel. We had been lucky not to kill ourselves.  

Buzz. Whirr! The lights came back on. It seemed like magic. I don’t know how the generators 
work. They don’t teach the women about it, any more than they teach us how to read. I only knew 
that the generators existed because Felix had tried to explain them to me, but his explanation left 
me with more questions. I should have asked Macon how they worked. Too late now. 

Suze and I blew out the nasty oil lamps as quickly as we could. Meanwhile, Rich was explaining 
to the children that hatred, jealousy, and selfishness in the times before the Catastrophe had 
destroyed the world above.  

“We share everything,” he explained. “We live together, we love together.”  

As I listened, I wished I was a person who felt things less – that I was a happy-go-lucky, 
generous, loving person like Suze – able to exist in the present, to enjoy the current partner to 
whom she’d offered herself, but to let go without regret. If only I hadn’t given into temptation. 
Shamefully, I still dreamed of Macon sometimes. Some dreams left me breathless and aroused. But 
sometimes I just dreamed that we were talking, in that curious rambling way which had been so 
pleasant. Stop thinking about him. Now. 

For some reason, everyone seemed to think that it had been my fault. It wasn’t. We both did the 

wrong thing. And this time, he approached me. But … Rich is right. I need to follow the rules. I will try 

to be better.   


