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I remember waking up. Squinting through barely-open eyes against the white-hot light bearing down on me, I tried to push myself up. But this only resulted in multiple hands descending onto my chest and forcing me back down into cotton sheets. I twisted my head back and forth, attempting to break free from their clutches, but to no avail. All I could make out between the hurrying bodies around my bed were white walls, a white ceiling and a white floor.	
Brilliant; I was in a hospital. But where exactly?  With monitors covering the opposite wall from ceiling to floor, and no familiar faces heading those immaculate white overcoats, I was stumped. Wherever I was, it wasn’t the normal hospital of Caerhydu. Trust me, being a part of the Expedition Guild and the ruthless training they put you through, you get used to waking up in that hospital.
Whatever this place was, it had purpose. The white overcoats marched in and out of my room, impressively-large tablets hung on straps round their necks and alerting its owner via various beeps and tics. And no visitors. No determined old men sidling down the corridors, asking for directions and then ignoring them and going off in the opposite direction. No excitable children running past the door and pressing their faces against the glass. And no other patients.
The only thing that distinguished this place from some heinous laboratory, was the kind, round face of what turned out to be the facility’s receptionist. A sweet, always-smiling man with an accent that didn’t local to Caerhydu, and he seemed to bounce off each step as he would come and go from my room. He only began turning up towards the end of my hellish stay, of what felt like years. Mostly, he would turn up and busy himself with mundane housekeeping chores, whilst asking about my state. He seemed to care more about the mental side of my recovery. Though he’d been almost distant when I had asked on separate occasions, about what I was recovering from. He was even distant when he revealed I’d only been in that bed, rotting away it felt, for just over a week.
“A week? You can’t be serious.” I had said to him as he sat a small pile of clothing down on a wheeled table by the window, that’s usually purpose was to hold drinks that accompanied my meals. 
“No, no. It has been nine days since you came in.” He said pleasantly but affirmatively. “Now if you wouldn’t mind following me, I’ll take you to where you can get dressed. You’re being discharged.”
“Finally!” I leapt out of bed and immediately flashed my backside as my legs failed under my weight. Luckily, the receptionist said nothing.
I would have collected my things but, as I had been told towards the beginning of my stay, my uniform had been sent for repairs and would be returned to me in the near future. When exactly that was supposed to be, no one would tell me.
We headed out my bedroom and immediately came to a long, sterile corridor. More fluorescent whiteness beamed down from bright, fluid-filled pipes that protruded from the ceiling every few metres. The ceiling curved down to form the corridor into an archway, but the serious lack of windows gave the impression of a bunker, rather than some important medical facility. There weren't even signs or a building map, to decipher where each overcoat was speeding off to.
The changing room was more of a cupboard. With no mirror, no hanging rails and only a solitary janitor’s trolley discarded at the back.
“Nothing to worry about,” the receptionist said, flashing that smile again, “I’ll be waiting just outside."
As soon as the door clicked behind me, I tore that embarrassing apron off. No more accidentally revealing my genitals because the stupid thing wasn’t invented to actually provide modesty, only the impression of it. And finally, it was back to the usual many buckles and latches of familiar garments. I slipped into the light, cloth undergarments and then pulled on the oversized t-shirt of a similar material, before securing it in place with leather trousers as I buckled up the sides. A belt was missing from the ensemble but, seeing as they were used more as a way to identify someone’s occupation than to secure shirts and trousers, I expected this. And the ratchet straps on the sides of the leather legs did a belt’s practical job anyway. I pulled the thick tunic piece over my head and down to my chest, pressing down on the cool iron breastplate to fit my form more comfortably. Lastly, I laced up the high, leather boots in record-time and wiped a slight smudge of the iron toe-cap.
 Sure, it wasn’t my expeditioner’s uniform with its more-protective characteristics, but by steel, it felt good to be back in a mix of cloth, leather and metal.
In a jar of dark and swirling liquid that stood on top of the janitor’s trolley, I took in my appearance. The only off-putting thing about it, was that I looked completely normal. Well, a little younger maybe, with no belt or expeditioner’s patch mounted on my arm. I almost looked exactly as I had the day I signed up for the guild, dressed in my pristine casual clothes and hair carefully combed to one side. Not like someone who’d been through three years of rigorous and gruelling training, just to be injured on his first expedition and sent to this facility. 
And with no trances of said injury.
Someone knocked on the cupboard door.
“Do you require assistance, Trahern?” Came the receptionist's voice, muffled through the door.
“Oh, no, no. I’m coming.” I replied, giving my reflection one last look before opening the door.
From the changing room, the receptionist led me back up the corridor, past the room that seemingly kept me hostage, and up a grand set of stairs that led to what looked like the reception.
We stepped into the open foyer of the facility, “Well, this is where I leave you,” the receptionist said with the same smile mounted onto his face, and slid himself back behind the desk.
I stood there baffled. Where exactly was he leaving me? Apart from the grand desk in the middle, this room looked horrifically similar to the rest of the place. How was I supposed to know where to go.
Almost as if he’d been listening to my thoughts, the receptionist held up a hand and gestured to the blank wall opposite. I wasn’t completely sure what he was expecting me to do, but I slowly made my way closer to it, all the time waiting for some kind of signal to show me where the exit to this blasted place was. I glanced back at him for any explanation, but he’d immediately resumed matters on the oversized computing system between us.
I turned back to face the wall, just in time to see a line appear from the floor, sliding up the wall until reaching the ceiling. Then suddenly, the wall separated at the line and began to slide apart, the edges that met conjoining walls seemed to slip under them and out of sight. I stood before it with a mixture of awe and unnerve, and my mouth hung open. Beyond the now-gaping wall, harsh sunlight obstructed all details of what lay ahead. I could have been walking straight into the clutches of something truly heinous, but it still would have been a better feeling than staying in this place for any longer. I stumbled out, like a starved animal towards the promise of food.
As soon as my body was engulfed in the bright rays, it felt as if the light had planted newfound strength and resilience in the core of my being. My organs even seemed to tingle, rejoicing at the sensation of breathing the cool, open air. It was the first time since waking up that I actually felt recovered. Even if the ailment still remained a mystery.
 Before long, the glare of the sun wore off and my surroundings came into focus. In the foreground, gigantic hawthorn trees stood fifty yards wide, and more than ten times tall, with robust, wooden, cubic buildings protruding above where branches spouted off. The branches themselves seemed to grow through the buildings but had actually had the buildings built around them.  Thick emerald vine snakes up the tree and around most of the buildings before drooping down, with the leaves that sprouted off, creating a disco of green as the wind whistled through it. Thick, grey steam-stacks sat on roofs in between uniform rows of solar panels, or jutted out of walls, as wispy streams curled out some and plumes of smoke poured out of others. 
Cogs and wheels stuck out of the ground, turning in rhythm, with an occasional clang ringing out as each finished its rotation. Song birds swooped between trees, their whistled tune mixing with the robotic white noise to create an organic, mechanical orchestration. Everywhere was so… alive. With motion, or noise, or just life. And a sense of comfort washed over me. Closing my eyes, and for the first time in what could have been weeks, I felt safe. I was in Caerhydu after all. 
I had my eyes closed for such a time, embracing the feeling of ecstasy of being back in home territory, that I didn’t notice the young man approaching. He was dressed down in casual clothes, but still proudly clad in the short white, leather overcoat that all junior-medics wore and a bulking, tan satchel knocking against his leg with each step. It would only be when they passed their final exams that they would get upgraded to the full-length version, like those that haunted me whilst I lay in that bed. Although the ones in the facility lacked the colour-coded patch on the arm…
”Hello?” 
I yelped, snapped my eyes open, and jumped back. My hand went straight to my right hip, to where my Arf would usually hang. But I gripped only air. 
“Woah, woah, woah! It’s okay, Trahern! It’s me!” 
“Oh, shit, sorry.” I relaxed, and I finally took in the young man in front of me.
Einion had grown since we were young, and a lot. Now standing at least a head taller than me, he leaned back and shook his brunette curls off his shoulder. He had a lean build —similar to mine and the typical expeditioner’s— not unhealthy but not allowed to flourish against the malnutrition and lack of sleep that was expected of those kept busy in the medical district. The bigger builds were left for those working in the forges underground, or defending the border.
“Dim problem, mate! After all the caretaking, I kind of expect my patients to be a little cautious,” Einion placed a gentle hand on my shoulder, “or confused.” He stepped beside me, sliding his hand along to my other shoulder until his arm rested around my neck. “Damn, you should’ve seen how Meredith’s father acted after losing his hand down at the docks. Kept greeting people by holding out his prosthesis with his middle finger up.” 
“Wait, what?” 
“Yeah, serious! Couldn’t get the hang of gesturing, even flipped off a neighbour and their child as they drove past!”
“No, not that part,” I pushed his hand off my shoulder and turned back to face him, “I’m your patient? The receptionist said I was discharged.” I thumbed my right head over my shoulder.
Einion furrowed his brows in deep confusion, before cracking into a wide smile.
“Oh yeah? And who discharged you, the bin?” He laughed.
I snapped my body around, only to find a few grotty and graffitied skips where the separated wall should have been. Thick ivy vines intertwined and snaked up another undistinguishable wooden box, and what was a path that I’d walked out on, was now just a layer of loose stones and pebbles on top of the vibrant viridian grass. All evidence that an entrance, or even an entire facility, had ever been there was suddenly gone. 
Panic. It settled into every fiber of my being. What exactly was the building that had housed me for the last nine days? Was it really only nine days? And why could no one give me a straight answer?
“Like I said, it’s natural to be confused,” Einion began, as he turned me back to the road ahead —clearly not grasping the severity of my confusion— and led me onwards, “so let’s just get you home and we’ll take it from there, okay?” 
Questions flooded my head, each leading to another and not a single answer in sight, so I let him lead me away. I tried to turn back once more, to glimpse something, anything. But Einion gripped my arm and, almost dragging me, led me away and up the road. 
“By steel, feels like only yesterday we were here and nervously getting ready to walk across the graduation stage.” Einion noted, as we came to Center Square. 
This was the center, as the name describes, of Caerhydu, and was where all ceremonies and celebration took place. Whilst it typically featured, as it did today, the gigantic monument of mechanisms, a salute to our mechanically industrial past, present and future, and a pathed garden of vibrant fauna broken only by the occasional rusting statue, it underwent an incredible transformation on the days of celebration. The monument would be the first to shift, folding itself down until it was a quarter of its original height, before sliding into the ground. The surrounding garden would then be elevated into the sky, to reveal a stage and U-shaped stands underneath. The whole mechanism would lift until the stage was ten feet higher than the usual level of Center Square. And everyone came together as the Head of the Education District welcomed one and all to the graduation ceremony. The graduates were divided up into the districts they had been training for and, as their name rang out above them, would walk across the stage, collecting their certificate and the appropriate colour-coded arm patch before continuing and ending up before the emblem that they now served.
“I wonder how the rest of our graduating class are doing now?” Einion said, as we cut through the garden, stopping only to let a group of young children and their teacher to pass by on their exploration of the garden and the civilisation’s history.
“I know Rowena’s rapidly rising amongst the Agriculture district,” we continued to the opposite side of the garden and paused by the road, as a tram of brass carriages rattled past, chugging out steam rolled on by before crossing and heading into the Residential District, “and, obviously, Meredith’s down at the Harbor District. And you remember ‘Little Angie’, right?” I nodded faintly, only partially listening to the conversation through the thick mound of disturbing questions piling up in my head. “Well, she’s recently started working under Hywel Griffith, in the main archives of the Research District!” 
I looked up at the back of Einion’s head, suddenly presented with a question I couldn’t help but ask.
“Wait. Weren’t you also assigned to the Research District?”
Einion stopped in his tracks, hesitated for a second —but a second too long for my conspiring mind— and then turned on his heels.
“No, no. I’ve always been assigned to the Medical District.” His tone was immediately soft but stern, like a teacher reprimanding a child… Or a doctor talking to a patient. He didn’t even turn to look at me. And even more peculiar, he sounded exactly as the receptionist had.
We continued in relative silence, until the familiar sight of my residential tree came into sight. It looked akin to the others around it, as well as most of the above surface buildings. But, there’s that immediate sense of relief and comfort arrive in the vicinity of your home. I stared up at the towering tree, my eyes magically locking on the only box bulging out from the tree’s thick trunk that wasn’t lit up from within.
Once graduated, individuals would live in the residential trees –these monstrous large-leaved limes– governed by the district that they were assigned to, divided into different zones within the Residential District, and only being relocated upwards upon promotions or moved to the pastel zone when married or with children.
Einion wrestled an oversized tablet out of the tan, leather satchel that hung around his neck, fumbling with the device’s size and density and began to frantically tap and swipe at its screen. He looked awkward with the cumbersome device, like he was accustomed to other, maybe smaller, means.
“What are you looking for?” I questioned, poking my head over his shoulder, attempting to eye the documents he was scanning. Einion jerked away, like a child would when trying to hide their unfinished masterpiece from prying eyes.
“Oh, it’s nothing. I just need to find your address.” 
“A great caretaker you are, don’t even know where I live.” Einion shot me daggers through squinted eyes, but chose to hold his tongue. “I’m 108.”
I started towards the embossed, double doors at the base of the tree, as I had done routinely every night since I’d moved in, just over two years prior. Einion stood fussing with his tablet again, now fighting to get it back into his satchel before winning and running to catch up to me. As I approached the entranceway with my right hand held up, palm facing forward, Einion raced past and came to the hand scanner first. 
“Sorry,” he chuckled as he pulled an electronic chip on a long, leather tie from one of the front patches on his bag, “Medical District procedure, the patient is not to exert themselves in any fashion.” He slotted the chip in beneath the scanner and, barely a second later, a soft ‘tint’ rang out and the scanner flashed green, then the doors swung inwards.
”I’ve never seen those work so quickly,” I remarked, following Einion inside and up the solid, spiralling staircase within, “…unless unlocked by a vice-captain or higher, of course.” 
“Oh… The Research District has updated them since you’ve been away on expeditions.”
Expedition. Singular. And even though the Expedition’s Guild only governed one large-leaved limes, other districts had much, much more. Surely, it would’ve taken longer than nine days —and however long I was on that expedition— to update them all. And if it didn’t, then why was the elevator in this tree still not working, forcing Einion and I to take the arduous staircase up to the third floor.
Einion came to a stop on a landing, bending over slightly as if in exhaustion. To my surprise, we’d already arrived at my home floor. I peered back down the stairs, curious at my lack of tire from the climb. I’d walked up these very stairs at least once a day, for over two years, and never not experienced some amount of fatigue from them.
I allowed Einion to unlock my front door —more to avoid another telling-off than to “respect protocol”— and welcome me into my old room. As the bolts loudly slid across from within the door and it proceeded to open, I expected Einion’s warm, welcoming smile to drop when the usual mess of my homestead lay before us. But, quite the opposite.
Where a heaping pile of leaflets, letters and mail should have consumed a small coffee table by the door, a polished wooden stand, with an ornament that looked like a much-smaller version of the monument in Centre Square perched proudly on top. 
Where a broken and defeated couch should have sat on the floor—the legs have been snapped off until the weight of my exhausted body after a day of drill runs— before an outdated broadcast box, was an ugly yet completely unblemished two-seat sofa , on all four legs, across from a grander, but curiously thin broadcast screen, mounted on the wall.
Where pictures and notes, keepsakes and memories should have been posted and stuck about the apartment in chaotic fashion, a sense of order and sterile-tidiness had been washed over my home.
Einion held out his hands, with a look of smug grandeur plastered across his face. It was almost awkwardly apparent that he couldn’t read my absolute discontent at the sight before me.
My life had seemingly been washed away, and a slightly pomperous and completely unaware idiot was about to tell me —for steel knows, the thousandth time— that I was just a “little confused” at all the recent happenings. Einion then went on to vocalise it, almost word for word.
“A cuppa is what you need.” Einion stated, clapping his hands together and then hurrying to busy himself in the small kitchen area. He must have finally be catching up to just how deep my confusion, by how I simply stood there, rooted with shock and with my mouth hanging open, the function to string together a cohesive, emotion reaction gone.
Why had my flat been cleaned, or rather why had my personality been erased from my own home? Why was I seemingly not allowed to access doors that I frequented? Was Einion always assign to the Medical District? Why lie about it? Why did I even need a caretaker? Just what —or rather who— was that facility? And how long was I there? And just what did I apparently suffer from? 
And why, for steel’s sake, won’t anyone take this fucking seriously?
[bookmark: _8ohjsafffnow]Reflective Essay.
Speculative Fiction is the boiling point of fantasy fiction, science fiction and horror fiction. The lack of specific requirements or necessity to isolate one genre allows for the author to create a reality that is so distant for the readers to evoke the sense of escapism that many come to literature for, whilst still presenting the reader with very real experiences through social, racial, economical, or philosophical commentary.
When first planning my creative piece, I designated three aims to force on. The first of which was to employ the technique of ‘Magical Realism’. And the second one was to create an evolving sense of doubt, and inner turmoil. Each of these aims was curated to help me interact with the aspects of the Speculative Fiction that I enjoyed the most from my previous reading within the genre.
Within the following essay, I will address how I attempted to interact with speculative fiction through my creative piece, evaluating its presence and contribution to the text through the use of workshopping and commenting on how I would improve my approach in future attempts at the genre. 
At the beginning of ‘Midnight’s Children’, Rushdie’s narrator talks about the “commingling of the improbable and the mundane”[footnoteRef:0] as a way of describing their experience and the stories that have come from it within their speculative world. Bowen then uses this exact quote to depict their definition of magical realism, as well as differentiating between it, magic realism and marvellous realism.[footnoteRef:1] A seamless union between the fantastical speculative aspects and real, common experiences that puts its audience into an unrealistic world, whilst presenting real situations and providing social commentary. [0:  Rushdie, S. Midnight’s Children (London: Picador, 1982). Pp. 9.]  [1:  Bowers, M. A. Magic(al) Realism (Oxford: Routledge, 2004). ] 

Within the beginning of my text, the narrator is situated in an unfamiliar facility. Through the description of the “monitors covering the opposite wall from ceiling to floor”, “long, sterile corridors” and the “fluorescent whiteness”[footnoteRef:2] I attempted to replicate the atmosphere and intensify the uncomfortable experience that many people have had whilst visiting a hospital. Then, when the narrator exits the facility and the audience is presented with their first observation of the speculative world, the common and mundane is completely replaced with a vibrant depiction of the blend of Solarpunk and Steampunk.  [2:  Westley, T. B HPEN6041 Creative Portfolio. Pp. 2-3.] 

When presenting my first draft of contrasting magical realism —originally written with less description of the fantastical aspects to invoke the narrator’s sense of familiarity and a lack of shock at their existence— to my workshop, my audience gave consistent feedback. Whilst the lack of description did help the audience to understand that the narrator is familiar with his speculative environment, it tended to hinder the reader’s ability to personally connect with, and imagine the unfamiliar and improbable surroundings.
So, upon rewriting this section, I focused on the sensory experiences that the narrator would have connected with. By including the movement of the ivy and leaves that “[created] a disco of green as the wind breathed through it”, and the noises of the “cogs and wheels [that] stuck out of the ground” and the “whistled tunes” of song birds[footnoteRef:3], I’ve not only given the audience a clearer depiction of speculative aspects of the civilisation and the world, but also, provided the sensory stimuli that the narrator would feel comforted by.  [3:  Idib. Pp. 4.] 

Portraying doubt through the narrator of the text allows for the author to show the audience the reality of the fictional scenario, as well as highlight foreshadowing aspects that the audience wouldn’t be able to pick out on their own. If executed well within speculative fiction, this can be an incredibly useful technique to familiarise the audience with unfamiliar environments, through the narrator’s commentary. This is why I focused on this aspects when writing.
There are several points within my text where the narrator is presented with a change to the reality that he knew. It first subtly happens when he is told that he’s apparently been in the facility recovering for nine days, contrary to how he refers to the length of his stay and the fatigue he experienced by staying in unfamiliar surroundings.[footnoteRef:4] Then when the entrance to the facility vanishes after the narrator leaves.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Idib. Pp. 1-2.]  [5:  Idib. Pp. 5.] 

When presenting this in my workshop, the feedback that I received was positive. Unintentionally, the readers believed that the narrator’s recovery and previous injury was the reason that there were inconsistencies in his experience and what was told to him. This then made revelation, when the entrance to the facility vanished, that the narrator is perhaps not just misremembering things but that the facility are also acting in suspicious ways, much grander.
However, the disappearing entrance seemed to be received as the biggest revelation and with this being located in the first portion of the text, I believe that this should have been delayed to increase the impact. By intensify the audience’s mistrust in the narrator throughout the text, and then to have the revelation that the narrator has been trustworthy just before the end of the text, this would have made for a much more cohesive and climatic ending.
The openness of Speculative Fiction allows for some of the most imaginative worlds and storylines to be written, whilst still present the audience with something that feels incredible human and real. Within this module, I have tried to engage with the genre in two separate ways; channeling the concept of Magical Realism, and creating a sense of tension and doubt from how the narrator interacts with a seemingly familiar environment. I varied the depth of Magical Realism contrasts and found that the audience needed more sensory description to connect with the surroundings, past the narrator. However, my attempts to make an evolving sense of doubt from the narrator got miscommunicated and, whilst it did create an exciting plot twist, failed to reach the impact that the technique could have had if it was properly instrumented. When I approach speculative fiction in the future, I will take into consideration; the readers’ connection to their surroundings, as well as the sequence in which the events are narrated so to make sure the impactful moments have the most appropriate position within the story.
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