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Synopsis: City In A Bottle, is a generational
ship story about a young woman who secretly finds the electronic
storage bank for all of the books which survived the almost mass
destruction of humanity. She is just starting on her first new book
when she’s discovered by the captain and wonders what he’ll do
next, because entry to this library is only open to the upper
classes on board.

 



All Matilda wanted to do was read. After
she'd finished her jobs on the food dock and tidied her cabin she
would go to the workers' library, a large room next to the
classrooms where books were heaped and stacked haphazardly on
tables, or shelved in a vague order of subject.

The automatic sliding door shuddered, it was
so old, and the floor was scuffed. The air was different in there
too. Musty, Matilda's great grandmother had said, just like the
libraries used to be on earth when she was very little.

Her grandmother's generation had left the
planet Earth over a hundred years ago, after the sun had begun to
explode, releasing carcinogenic fumes that had permeated the
atmosphere, so her remaining healthy, 20,000 ancestors had boarded
an enormous vessel, setting off for the next star 3 centuries
away.

Matilda had only ever known this ship, and
slept in the same pod she'd had her entire life. She'd grown up
eating the nutritional pouches they made from the food grown in the
biodomes, ran along the echoey top decks with her friends, kicking
around a ball of old cables taped together and played chicken by
getting closer and closer to the opening of a waste evacuation
hatch.

At night, she'd climb up the bars at the
north end and wedge herself between a ledge and window, lay on her
back. Looking at the swirls of other galaxies, wondering about the
universe, what earth had been like and where they were heading.

 


 


Across the five-mile long main bay, a
hologram of the sky on earth had been projected and the sunlight
that shone down correlated with the seasons and time of day to give
the ship regularity. On this day, the 'sky' was clouded and after
her jobs were done on board, Matilda made her way to the library,
where she'd worked her way from one end to the other, devouring the
lines whenever she had a spare moment.

She picked up the red book that she’d placed
on top of the shelf closest to the door, settled herself in the
crook of a bench, found the place she'd marked with a spare
computer chip and lost herself in the magical world of beekeeping.
After an hour, she had finished and put the book down to stretch.
Suddenly, a horrible feeling came over her.

Matilda glanced around the room, at the rows
and rows of spines and realized that she had, in fact, read every
single title in the library. In a daze, she stood up,
absent-mindedly running her finger along the shelves, thinking that
her mother would be pleased. Her ancestors had been laborers on
earth, and even with the artificial environment on board the ship
and a pledge to maintain equality; the society had developed a
clear class divide.

She'd been sneered at by her peers and family
alike for having ideas they felt above her station and her
bookwormish ways. She mother gently scolded her when she spoke of
wanting to become one of the engineers and for spending too much
time squirreled away in the library. She spent all her allotted
time in the growth domes daydreaming. So much so, she was
constantly making mistakes, mixing the wrong compost or nicking her
hands with a tool. She wanted something more.

Matilda brushed the black space dust from her
fingertips and opened the door to leave, grieving for the books,
wondering what she'd do now.

 


 


She sat down to dinner and peeled the sheet
on plastic from her tray. Next to her square of protein, which they
produced in labs on board, was a pile of vegetables she'd helped
grow in the dome, and a glass of water. She sat down to dinner and
peeled the sheet on plastic from her tray. Sometimes, during meal
times, Matilda allowed her mind to wander to the rich culinary
offerings of the books she lived vicariously and hopefully
though.

Those heaping, steaming, bowls of chowder in
the long ago tome Moby Dick. She imagined the gorgeousness of a
thing called Turkish Delight; a food so rich that Edmund Pevensie
could not resist taking from the White Witch, despite know that it
would endanger his siblings.

Matilda did not know that kind of desire.
Nothing in her own life made her want, but in a strange way, she
wanted to want. She had never experienced the pangs of hunger that
Oliver Twist had. She wanted more, but she wasn’t sure what she
wanted more of.

The only thing she positively knew that she
wanted right now was more books. The thought of being without the
new experiences they gave her made her feel like there was no point
in her day-to-day monotony.

She snapped out of her daze quickly as her
mother and sister approached. Heidi was surrounded by her normal
gaggle of giggling friends. To say that Matilda appreciated her
sister and these girls was putting it mildly. She was convinced
that Heidi had come from some other mother.

“I’m telllling the truuuuth.” Liz, a girl in
a pink suit squealed in a high-pitched trill. “ The Captain did
look at me this morning when I was on my way to laundry duties, and
he even smiled at me.”

“Likely.” Heidi chimed in. “I don’t think
I’ve ever seen him look at anything except that electronic slate.
He’s such a dweeb. He might even be worse than Matilda. ”

“Not possible,” said another one of the girls
in disgust.

“He is swoon-worthy though,” noted Heidi.

“I swear he looked at me.” Whined Liz
plaintively. “He didn’t have that slate thing with him. What are
those anyway? All the engineers have them.”

“It’s a reading and writing device,”
explained Matilda’s mother Beatrice. “The have diagrams and
instruction manuals related to the operation of the ship on there.
I even overheard one of the engineers say that they have electronic
versions of all of the books in the library, and even some books
that we don’t have.”

Although Matilda’s mother was not nearly the
bookworm that she was, Beatrice still enjoyed the escapism of a
good novel.

 


“Ugh,” Heidi said with mild revulsion, “who
cares about books? The Captain is really cute, but I could never
deal with a man who had his face buried in a book all the
time.”

A surge of excitement rushed through
Matilida, not for the dashing Captain, but for the things had
access too. She stuffed some vegetables in her mouth so she
wouldn't betray her plans. She would find a way into the elite
library some way.

 


 


Matilda padded softly along the hall that led
to the officer's quarters with her friend Eleanor, whose father
worked maintaining that floor. She'd convinced her to go through
her father's suit while he was in his cryo chamber and take the
passkey to enter it, and to come with her to the top floor. They
were going to the digital storage archive.

She'd picked a time in the evening that she
knew most of the crew would be in the dining room downstairs and
chose her darkest suit to make her look a senior and unobtrusive as
possible, and tried to ignore Eleanor as she nervously gabbled on
the way, eventually putting a finger to her lips as they scanned
the stolen card and stopped into the round doorway.

Unlike the uniform gray of the rest of the
ships walkways, the elite deck was illuminated with strips of
bright blue and the floor was plush and soft. The hum that was
heard everywhere in the rest of the ship could not be heard here
and Matilda realized this was the first time she'd experienced
'silence'.

"We shouldn't be here", gulped Eleanor
fearfully.

"Stop being such a baby," whispered Matilda.
"Just look like you belong here, and we'll..."

However, Eleanor lost her nerve, and blurting
a "sorry", she rushed back to the doorway and Matilda heard it slam
shut. She sighed and tried to work her way round to where the
library might be. She passed a series of room with rows of chairs
and holographic maps, what looked like sleeping quarters and a
sealed entrance that had warning signs on it.

The flight deck, she noted. She turned her
head, noticed a ladder leading to another floor, and instinctively
made her way towards it.

She got to the top and looked around, feeling
her heart skip. The round room was lined with steel shelves with
lined with the electronic slates that contained the endless
possibility of more books than she ever cold have imagined. The
shelves were illuminated with strips of light that looked like
crystals, and their possibilities shone through.

Scrambling with tremendous rapidity up the
opening, she lost her balance and stumbled onto the floor, but made
her way to the far wall, so someone poking his or her head in
wouldn’t spot her. Picking the first electronic slate off the edge
of the shelf, she seated herself in a plush leather chair at a
table and began to read excitedly. The pages turned automatically,
by tracking her eye movements.

This book, Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of
the English People, was about the history of a country on planet
earth and she began to forget the anxiety of being somewhere so
prohibited, her mind drifting into a world of exotic animals, the
ocean and things called clouds.

So engrossed was she, that she did not even
notice the light clang of feet coming up the ladder, and only
jumped when a shadow of someone fell across her electronic
slate.

Catching her breath, she slid underneath the
table and clutched the electronic slate to her chest, watching as a
pair of feet slowly, but with great purpose made their way towards
her hiding spot underneath the table. With her hand clapped over
her mouth, she studied the stranger's legs, which were very long
and muscular underneath the tight space suit.

The shoes were polished and Matilda could see
several stars on the belt that she hadn't seen before and trembled
when she realized this meant the person was probably a very high
ranking officer. After pacing around the shelves, the feet turned
on their heels and made their way directly to her. The person
cleared their throat.

It was a man. A head appeared gazing
curiously at her. It was the lined, handsome face of the
captain.

“You don’t look like an officer; you look
like a school girl. How did you get in here, and what would you
want with one of the electronic slates?” His voice was stern, but
also half amused.

Matilda felt her self grow cold, and then
hot, in the dimly lit room. She had forgotten where she was for a
time. Internally she scolded herself for not simply taking the
slate and leaving. She wanted to cry, and run, but there was an
uncommon air of pride in her for a girl of her class.

She stood up rapidly as custom dictated;
shoulders back and chin up.

“Sir, I’m not a school girl. My name is
Matilda and I work in the agricultural wing.”

“Ah, and why are you here in the electronic
archive room, Matilda of the agricultural wing?” She swore she saw
a glint of amusement in his eyes, and perhaps the right side of his
mouth twitch in an involuntary smirk.

Matilda briefly thought about lying about how
she got into the officer’s quarters to save Eleanor and her father
any culpability, but lying was by far the most harshly punished
office on the ship. This was to encourage residents to tell the
truth even under great duress, and it worked. Matilda’s lower lip
quivered as she confessed her misdeeds.

“Sir, I asked my friend Eleanor to take the
pass card from her father who works in this section. Please don’t
think poorly of them. Ellen is a very malleable girl, and she never
would have done this if I had not pressed her. She would not come
with me she knew it was wrong.” Matilda spluttered, but then she
remembered. This was the “bookworm Captain,” so perhaps he was a
kindred spirit.

“Sir, I came here because I read all of the
books in the library, and I heard that the electronic slates
contained volumes we don’t have physical copies of. I was just
going to sit and read on them for a while. That’s all.”

The Captain’s handsome brow arched as she was
saying all of this, and again, she could not tell if he was angry
or amused.

“You read every book in the library? Even The
Joy of Cooking?”

Matilda couldn’t help but chuckle softly in
open relief. “Yes, even the Joy of Cooking. I actually just read
that a few months ago because I knew it wouldn’t be very useful for
me. I’ll never get to cook, but it’s interesting to imagine cooking
some of the things I grow in different ways. I wonder, for example,
what broccoli would be like with cheese.” She rambled nervously,
and then realized something. “Wait… you’ve read The Joy of Cooking?
Why?” she asked quizzically.

“Sit down,” he urged her. “I hate this
formality.”

Matilda sat obediently, somewhat in shock at
what was happening.

“I read it because reading real books gives
me more pleasure, and like you, I’ve read everything in the
library. How are you finding reading on the digital slate?”

Matilda was in awe of his casual nature.
Obviously, he was not interested in punishing her, and she
relaxed.

“Well, the book I was reading –
Ecclesiastical History of the English People – was very engaging,
but I think the experience of reading on the slate is quite
alienating in a way. When I read the books, I feel like I’m
touching the earth in a way. The leather from animals I will never
see; the paper made from trees taller than I will ever experience.
It makes me feel connected to something very important to me, that
I’ll never really know.”

The Captain nodded gravely during all of
this.

“I’m extremely impressed by your intellect,
Matilda. You know, there are some real
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