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GUARDI AN

In a billion languages the infinity of space calls to ne.

Caressed by the cool breezes that are the heralds of the coming Martian dawn,
| stand on A ynpus Mns and | ook down on the city bel ow, where | once |ived,
and | know that my assimlation into the fabric of the streamis al npost
conpl et e.

Mermories of my former life rise to the surface of nmy consci ousness, pausing to
float there nonentarily before sinking forever, absorbed by the totality of ny
new perspecti ve.

| do not renenber ny human nane, but brief flashes of ny life fade in and out
of focus, telling me the tale of ny life as if for the first tine. | remenber
the city of New Barrossa, sitting at the feet of A ynpus Mns, | renmenber that
| was born here, an only child of second generation immgrants, who worked -
as did all inthe city - on the massive project with the small nane: Eden

For over a hundred years the Eden project had terraforned Mars and it stil

had many years yet to go before a human could stand unassisted in the thin
Marti an atnmosphere as | did now. even after all this time, Mars still did not
possess any permanent bodi es of water and the planets' col onies were nowhere
near as self sufficient as planned. but humanity is tenaci ous, and bl oody

m nded, it will as always, persevere.

My life plays out in the shadows of mny menory.

My chil dhood was qui et and uneventful, having had limted contact with but a
few children of my own age, | was for the nost part either plugged into the
teachi ng machi nes or surrounded by the seem ngly pernmanently dusty technicians
who were my fathers closest conrades. | hardly ever left hone, even ny
uni versity degree was done via the machines, | have no nmenory of any
bitterness at my situation, | sinply presuned that this was all | had to
expect fromlife, that this was how life was. But that is not to say that I
did not feel lonely, there seemed to me to be an indefinable vacuumin ny life
of which I did not have the data to identify. | had been taught with nmy future
functionality in mind, and the abstract notions of the human aninmal that | was
at that tinme, were not covered in ny highly conpartmentalised curriculum I
simply did not have the vocabulary to express ny internal disquiet, even to
nysel f.

My parents only concerns for me in life was a repeat of what their own parents
had had for them performyour function to the best of your ability, neet with
a genetically suitable nate and when a suitable tine arose, procreate to
ensure the future of the project.

My Iife had been set out for ne.

At that time | began to have the first inklings that there should be nore to
my life than just to exist to serve, | was now an adult by the standards of
t he Eden project's worker code and yet, to ne at |east, not much had changed.

I had no nore freedomthan the machi nes | operated.

Li ke nost unmarried workers, | was allowed a day off work every other nonth
for the purpose of finding a breeding partner, once found we woul d be all owed
to live together and conceive a new trainee, once the child was born we woul d
be sterilised to assist in maintaining a set population |evel, occasionally
when the population ratio of new recruits dropped bel ow a specific | evel the
breeders were allowed to have two children, but this had not happened for
several years and | could not see myself being one of the chosen, for that
matter | was unsure if | wanted to be.

My loneliness had at first pronpted me to go to the set neeting place for
Pre-breeders and to mny di sappointnment | had found that all the people there,
were as grey and lifeless as | presumed nyself to be, but | quickly realised
that by nmy very introspection, | had set nyself apart fromthem Wth the
first chance of a life beyond our duties, my contenporaries had no i dea what



to do, many of them had wal ked up to the first nenber of the opposite gender
they saw and i nmedi ately begun trying to breed, pausing only to refer
occasionally to the conpany panphl et on the subject to nmake sure that they
followed the step by step instructions accurately. It would seemthat the
common feeling was that the quicker they succeeded in parenting, the quicker
they could get back to work, the only real life they knew

Though | had no name for the enption | felt that day, | know now that what |
had felt was pity, absolute pity, for them and for mnyself.

It was then that | decided that | would, sonehow, ensure that | would never
let nyself sink to such a pitiable |evel

My first concern was how I would go about inproving nmyself, and the answer
cane to me upon ny very exit fromthe Pre-breeder's building. | found nyself
facing the huge bul k of A ympus Mns, and | | ooked upon it's dark sil houette
in the evening sky as if | had never truly seen it before, and perhaps, before
today | never truly had. | came to the conclusion that what | needed to expand
nmy perspective were new experiences. | decided to nyself that I would walk to
A ynmpus with ny next free day.

The ground was rough outside the city, but wal king here was not difficult in
the ow Martian gravity, even though the breathing unit I wore was slightly
heavi er than ny normal one as | had added sone extra oxygen tanks to the
apparatus than were usually required for day to day use, but were nonethel ess
not outside of the 'breather's specifications, | was unsure how nuch air |
woul d need so | had allowed slightly nore than a full days worth.

The mountain's feet stood just beyond the city's edge and | was al nost

i Mmediately clinbing a gently steepening incline, to either side of nme were
high cliffs, that cast soft edged shadows on the path in the diffuse norning
light. | was breathing heavily, unused to this kind of exertion, but | was

al so exhilarated that for once in ny life |I was acting upon a thought of ny
own rather than the all too specific guidelines of the Eden project, "Perhaps
this is what it truly neans to be alive" |I thought to nyself, | was prepared
then and there to renounce all ny old beliefs in the ways of the project and
find for nyself a conpletely new phil osophy on the shoul ders of the tall est
nountai n on Mars.

| turned about and | ooked back at the way | had come, for the first tine in
my life | looked at the city of New Barrossa fromthe outside and | marvell ed
at how the w de evenly spaced collection of |ow prefabricated concrete
bui | di ngs were dwarfed by the surrounding rock encrusted desert. It's
insignificance in relation to the | and had a profound effect upon ne and for
the first time | began to wonder if a city as puny as ours and it's sister
city's of conparable insignificance that | was told had encircled the pl anet
inaring of terraforming factories could really tanme this large wild planet,
the nore | saw the nore | thought for nyself, and the nore | thought for
nysel f the nore | doubted.

| had been wal king and clinmbing for the better part of the day and woul d soon
have to turn back, off to one side | could see what appeared to be a hole in
the nmountain side, a cave, as | now know themto be called. My newfound
curiosity was flying in the clouds of wondernent at all | had seen and | had
been so starved for new experiences all these years that | was now as drunk on
nmy joy of discovery as a worker who'd been standing in the nmddle of a
nmet hanol plant wi thout a rebreather. The mountain side was steep at this
point and | carefully edged nyself over to the cave and | ooked in, the sun was
edgi ng past the peak of the nountain and it's light went only a few feet
i nside and then was lost in the darkness of the caves cool depths. | canme to
t he decision that the cave would have to be the last of nmy experiences for the
day, and noting it's steep downward angle | carefully went inside.

My menories beconme nore staccato here; | remenber the | ukewarmlight of the
sun fading into the background to be replaced by the damp, alnost icy cool of
the caves interior. | had brought a small torch with me, in anticipation of

not getting back to the city before dark and by it's light | could see that
the cave was al nost perfectly circular and seem ngly roughly hewn or excavated



fromthe side of the nountain rather than naturally forned. It had apparently
happened a long tine ago and was scrubbed | argely featurel ess by the eroding
danp air within the nountain. | cannot renmenber if | exanmined the walls
closely or nmerely gave them a passing gl ance, either way | know now that no
matter how far | wal ked there woul d have been nothing to see in that tunnel
for it had been excavated many years earlier by a survey team and then
abandoned to the el enments, deserted and enpty.

Time was pressing, so | made a nental note to exam ne this cave further the
next time | came here and turned to go, | had already wal ked so far into this
tunnel that the light from outside was now just the nerest speck in the

di st ance.

My nenories stand out clearly here, like a screamin the dark, for indeed that
is what | now did as a pain beyond ny previous experience tore through ny
chest, | fell heavily backwards onto the danp cool floor of the tunnel and

slid backwards several feet. Wth the clarity of hindsight | cannot hel p but
pity nyself, for ny naiveté was truly that of a child's at that tine. | had
never wondered why no one ever visited or left New Barrossa, | had sinply
taken it to be the status quo, | had never considered it to be because
humanity had ultimately found that the cheapest and nost easily exploited
natural resource at it's disposal was hunanity.

| had never suspected that | was a sl ave.

The tiny capsule of acid that was placed in the chest cavity of every new
wor ker at birth was what would be called a "trade secret” of the Eden Project.
My fellow human's waited on Earth as the generations rolled by, they sung
prai ses for the "selfless workers" of the Eden Project and planned for the day
when Mars finally becane hospitabl e enough for humans to imm grate en nasse
and hel p reduce the strain on some of Earth's increasingly overcrowded
continents. Little did they know of the truth of the matter, and the workers
of the project knew even | ess, but neither knew that the workers of the Eden
project had | ess value than the machi nes they serviced and operat ed.

The capsul e had been activated the monment | had wal ked deep enough into the
tunnel to cut off the disarming signal fromthe city and was tined to begin
the rel ease of acid into ny vital organs within five minutes if | didn't go
back within the signals range, the conpany that nanaged Eden worked on the
principal that if the workers conditioning didn't stop it fromwandering where
it shouldn't, the capsule would. The conditioning usually worked, and when it
didn't....

Wrkers were easily repl aced.

I lay dying, unconprehending at that tinme of what or why, but certain w thout
a shadow of a doubt that ny time had cone, | stared at the ceiling and
wondered why | was still able to see it when ny torch, though unbroken to the
best of ny know edge, was underneath ne.

The light was all around ne, and was di ffuse and yet painfully bright at the
same time, without any internedi ate phase, at the centre of the light stood a
worman or perhaps a nman, the entity |I would come to know as the Guardi an seened
to be a figure of both beautiful face and features and yet of no specific
gender as far as | could discern but w thout the necessary vocabulary or terms
of reference at ny disposal at the time | settled on thinking of the figure in
front of ne as fenmale. She seened to be clothed in the Iight from which she
had appeared, and if | had known anything of religion (which I didn't) | would
have consi dered her to be an angel, which was as correct and incorrect as any
ot her supposition | could have come up with.

My vision splendid bent over ne with a face full of w sdom and conpassi on
she spoke: "Dear friend." She said, her voice as beautiful and anbi guous as

the rest of her. "It is good to see a fellow traveller in the quest for the
truth of all things."
My pain had faded but | could not nove, | was amazed and frightened and

curious and a hundred other emptions for which I had no nanes all conbi ned
i nto one overwhel m ng feeling of awe.
"Who are you ?" | eventually whispered.



"I amthe CGuardian." She replied.
"OF what ?" | asked, with all the inpolite directness of a child, and yet as a
fully qualified worker of two years, | was already the equivalent of thirteen

Earth years ol d.
She smiled indulgently. "OF everything." She said, and waved her hand
expansi vely around her to take in it's wi de sweep the whol e of the universe of
stars.

| gasped in surprise, we were suddenly outside on the nountaintop and above
us it was full nighttime, though |I must have coll apsed no nore than an hour
past noon and | hadn't been talking to her for nore than a minute or so.

I was in such a state of astonishment as | was standing quietly next to her
marvel ling at the beauty of the di anond sparked pitch bl ack sky above ne that
it didn't occur to me for several mnutes that | shouldn't be standing at all,
had she cured me ?, or was this all some pre-death hallucination ?
She turned fromthe wonder of the night sky and eyed me in a serious, though
not gri m manner.
"This is not a dream" she said, reading ny thoughts. "But | have not heal ed
you, | cannot turn back tine."
"But how can | be here, with you ?" | asked.
"I cannot bring you back to life." She announced. "But | can offer you an
alternative to the certainty of death, that is why | have conme to you.'

She gestured towards the night sky. "I can offer you a new perspective." She
said and paused, smiling faintly. "Indeed, the ultimte perspective." She
added.

| stand on A ynpus Mons and gaze in wonder at the absolute perfection of
creation and the conplex nexus of life that pervades all. | need not renenber

what the Guardi an asked ne next or the answer | gave to her question, for her
nmenories are now ny nenories, and mne are hers. As has been done many tines
before and as will be done many tines again in the future, the Guardi an has
nmerged with someone near death, soneone with the wonder of the universe within
them sonmeone with the innocence of a child, sonmeone |ike ne.
W live and learn, the truth in the saying goes deeper than words can convey,
only by experiencing the wonder of the innocent in paradise can the CGuardi an
remenber what it was like for her to be innocent too.

| step fromthe peak of A ynpus Mons and leave it and Mars far behind. For a
time, ny work here is done, but | shall certainly return one day. The
universe calls to ne, and this time | answer its call, the joy of life, al
life, flows within and through me. | | ook back at the Sol ar System fading
into the distance, and allow nyself a tiny nostalgic snile

I ... W, are the Cuardian, the universe is our compani on and our best

friend, we will protect it with all our love and all our strength and all the
hope we can nuster.
W are the Guardian, we will watch over you, always.

The End.



