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To Anita and Oliver




PART I


THE RING / SURFACE




PEARL


1


This is a white and pristine room, no space for shadows. Soon, the glass vent will slide open over my face, and the music will start. The music is always the same: ethereal women, their voices reverberating, as if the recording had been made in a cave, or else the deepest conservation chamber of the Registry. I think it is music from before the green winter, not connected to us, nothing to do with us. But it is calming, reassuring. I feel this is why it has been chosen for the task of gently bringing me up into the world each morning: I am in the last throes of pregnancy, not meant to survive delivery. I am expendable.


It is possible that today I will not see anyone. It is possible that a group of doctors will come to see me, loom over me and prod me, look inside my belly, the child magically appearing in the hovering monitors that float above my head; I sometimes can get a glimpse of its watery, amorphous form.


It is hard to admit this, but I can’t seem to find within me any particular feelings about this creature, neither good nor bad, when I hear her heartbeat mediated by those machines. Perhaps it is not my fault. So much has happened to get here, to this point in time, to this moment, bad things and good; now I can only be a vessel for what will come. Like I said, expendable.


Expendable is a good thing. It means that I will not have to worry beyond some point in time, a date that is clearly marked in the calendar. I am so exhausted at this point; there is so little that can be fixed by an elusive sleep. I just want it to end, to get her out. This suspended state, this waiting, is slowly taking away my will to live, my capacity to decide for myself. It’s easier not to question, it’s easier not to feel.


I am not special. One more surfacer from the pile. There are many of us up here. But the child surely must be. At least I know she will be kept. It is possible that she will be reallocated to a ringer family, and will live happily ever after. No one has explained these things to me, what the steps are that will be taken, what is usually done. But I can imagine, infer things. I can only hope her skin is fairer than mine, more like her father’s, those things count for something up here.


Is life better here, in the ring, than down there on the surface? How can I know? I haven’t really lived that long, I have never ‘lived’ up here. I have only been kept, prodded, examined. Not the same thing at all.


There is a little table, and a chair, and if I climb onto the table I can look out through a round window. I can then see it, Earth, the surface where I belong.The green advancing, intent on devouring it all. The Three Oceans, brown and orange, home to the leviathans, cetaceans as big as old countries; their babies as big as houses, as big as Gobarí; their shadows sometimes distinguishable from up here… Yet I know that is not possible, not really. But there is a famous one down there, I know that. As big as a continent. A famous one. And I think I have seen it, its back gently pushing up the surface of the debris-covered water, the liquid swelling under its massive form. If I close my eyes, I can see myself swimming among them, exactly as Mother wanted me to. I see him sometimes as well, my father, although we never swam together. Or perhaps it is a mullo, a devil with his face.


They say that sometimes the leviathans leave the waters and fly into space, and turn and twirl for a minute until they get bored, and then they go back into the ocean, splashing around, causing tidal waves which erase whole coastlines. When I am looking down onto Earth, my chest contracts sometimes. For a moment I cannot breathe. It is grief, I think.


* * *


Who am I? I am a child of the surface. I was born and raised in Gobarí. We left after Mother remarried, when I was still no more than a child, changed it for Old Town and the Registry. The earliest years of my life took place in the house, with only sporadic visits to Old Town; but all those happened while my father was still alive, and, try as I might, I do not remember much of those early expeditions. My knowledge of Old Town was punctuated by Father’s absence, by the deprivation it brought. Later, after Mother’s death, I would enter the Registry; again, I was unmoored. And then came Arlo and hope and disappointment, although perhaps not in that order. But before all that was Gobarí, and the forest, and Savina, and Eli. And swimming in the pond, and swimming in Kon-il; limbs loose, feet kicking, and my eyes avidly taking in all that was old and new inside the water: the dragonflies, the fireflies, a little mouse with its nose just above the oily surface. The greenery, falling languid over the banks, its overgrown leaves forming canopies on which to rest from the heat, and all the creatures visible and invisible—chirping, tweeting, roaring. I imagined myself safe inside the water, always had. It was a whole world to me, contained in a little spot, hardly noticeable from the sky.


The pond was where I liked to play best. I went there often. Muddy water flowed into it, clouding it dark. The stench was unbearable. I grew up imagining it bottomless, and that quality meant it exuded some mystery as well. Some of the beanies believed it to be a holy well, with hidden caves twisting and turning beneath the surface of the water. They said that an alicanta lived there, a basilisk, and they swore that some days you could see her about. To me, the pond was no more than a place to pass the time, although that would change. After I met Eli it would start to mean something different: her love for swimming in its cloudy embrace, my made-up tales for her about the trees and the stars, a place that was ours and ours only. The pond was protected by the cool shadow of the pine trees, with their pungent smell at the height of summer. The smell of almond flowers prevailed as well, forever dying under the sun. They always seemed to have bloomed so long ago, that was why the smell made me feel giddy, as if I were about to pass out. But it was also comforting. The heat, heavy and sticky; the solid air condensing around you. I could catch glimpses of the sun through the branches above me, and little white sparks covered my vision. The forest pulsated, you could feel it stirring up in the morning, going to sleep at night; a living thing. You were safer then, when the forest rested. You could almost feel it, breathing regularly, sleeping, perhaps.


Some people called the forest ‘the jungle’. After the green winter, it had grown rich in many species previously unknown to the region, the Mediterranean and the tropical mixing in a wild, feverish embrace. The jungle grew more each year, its flora mutating constantly into larger and more impressive exemplars, some deadly if they caught you unawares. A vine could target you and twist itself around your body until you were dead. An oversize leaf could hold a great blob of poisonous sap, ready to drop it on you at the exact moment you passed by. A carnivorous orchid could attack you. And this was only the plants: no one knew which new animals might be encountered each day; they mutated so rapidly that it was impossible to know what was going to emerge from beneath the shrubs and the trees.


Despite all this we rarely went to Old Town. Gobarí was my home, with its crumbling walls and its mouldy porch, and those flowers and bushes and trees, all closing above like a roof. The Venus flytraps as big as a small child, the vines and the tendrils that moved like the living things they were. And those strange days when the sky was green, blue, electric. We did not know it then, what it meant, when the blue surge of light blotted up the sky; most people still don’t know. The day would have been atypical, even in a place like the forest. You could sense it: the animals refusing to make an appearance, the odd silent birds. And the greenery twisting and twirling around you, as if it were on edge. Then, at dusk, the sky an ominous purple, followed by the blue light dancing over us, caressing the stars and the constellations when night fell. At the time, I thought the sky was going to collapse upon us, finally devouring all the monstrosities that lived with us in the forest. Now that I know what the light means I can only feel sadness at my past ignorance.


After one of these events, the forest would grow a little, but never engulfing Gobarí. At the beginning of the property, the green stopped abruptly. At night, I closed my eyes and thought of trees and the vines and the branches, advancing towards the house, and I could hear the shrieks of so many creatures, unnamed long-ago-mutated things that now came back to feed on us. But I couldn’t have slept anywhere else; the smells and the odd noises and that feeling of oppression, of not being able to breathe… To me, that was home. The forest gave us everything we needed: wood, for fuel and building things, and the cork that furnished the insides of the vessels; plants and flowers and vines and shrubs, and we ate them, we cooked them, or we transformed them into remedies and potions; and wild animals, surreal creatures that changed so quickly that they could never be trapped by any taxonomy, and were wilder than the forest itself, the only meat we consumed. It was fair that they in their turn consumed us, that the forest gobbled up a beanie child now and again, advancing towards a settlement and making it disappear from our world.


At the pond I was surrounded by flowers and plants of many different colours. I could see rabbit’s bread and the sierra poppy Eli liked to collect in thick bunches. Pale flowers grew on the bank, and close to it some silver sage. Savina would know all their properties. Love-in-a-mist, mournful widow, oleander. It was poisonous. The prettiest flowers usually are: she had taught me that when I was very little. Never, ever, succumb to hunger if you don’t know what you are eating. Her first rule of many.


Gobarí wasn’t like the wall, not by a long way. It was a late twenty-first-century construction, the vestige of a lost civilisation, brick and sand and mortar. No one understood why it still stood, situated as it was in the middle of the overgrowth. It had survived the green winter that devoured everything in its wake; it had survived floods and extreme cold and extreme heat. It had survived all the darkness that came after. The storms that hit against its walls every rainy season, but which did not seem to erode its crumbling buttresses, as if some kind of unspoken contract mediated between the house and the elements. Gobarí had always belonged to Mother’s family: an old family, one with certain rights and a ruin in the middle of nowhere. They had been allowed to keep it.


I spent most of my time in the little meadow by the pond, among the eucalyptus plants. It was rich in wild orchids. I had heard somewhere that they could be literal aliens, fallen from some distant planet. They were odd and beautiful, and their names were odd and beautiful: the bug, the bee, the lizard. Frightening, unreal. Orchids were my favourite plants. Eli hated them. She would look at them, terrified. And then she would say: ‘Those horrid things!’ Little by little, the story emerged: the orchids in Gobarí were like miniature versions of the flowers that had killed her grandparents.


‘How do you know that’s true?’


‘There were witnesses. They were at the bank of a river, the Guadin. The tendrils surrounded them. They spent ages dying, minutes and hours.’


She explained this with a serious face on, as if she had learnt to live with the horrid knowledge. But I could sense some intense feeling underneath, as if she were trying very hard to remain composed, when in truth she was as horrified as anyone. I knew it then, that there was a hardness inside her.


Me, I could live with the greenery, I could navigate the forest. I could anticipate a sudden change in the landscape, a passing moment of danger. I could sense new noises, interpret the metamorphosing terrain, an intimate knowledge of the space, developed somehow from early childhood. Allowed to roam freely, I had to look after myself from very early on. Animals scared me more than plants. Some of them made me think of demons, crawled scratchily up to the surface of the Earth to torment us. I knew this knowledge was one of the few things that remained from when Father was with us. He would insist on passing this on, books and diagrams and conversations that would always end in this one lesson.


‘Never venture somewhere if you hear a call you don’t recognise. Never make friends with a small animal: its mother may come after and eat you. Never go into the forest when the birds are not singing; never go when their shrieks are so loud that they are all you can hear.’


And so on. I would be sitting next to him, my childish senses picking up a hidden current, something underneath. I have a clear recollection of my mother asking me to be quiet because my father was around, and I now know that the moods of the house depended on his moods, that he expected us to be cheerful and happy if he was, and to be subdued and out of sight when he was morose. I now wonder if I internalised this fear of animals because he was the one teaching it to me, and I was scared of upsetting him or something worse. Was I scared of animals, or was I scared of him?


Many years later, when my father was already dead and in the ground, one morning I was waiting for Eli at the pond, by the water, and something happened. A hare came out of nowhere. She was so beautiful, orange with streaks of yellow all over her body. But she was also as big as me, and obviously much stronger. The hare got up on her hind legs and heaved her body up, looking at me with curiosity. Her head tilted softly, as if she were asking a question. She stretched her body up even further. I realised she could kill me with a bludgeoning of her powerful front arms. I took a step back, and of course a branch cracked under my feet. The hare did not like the noise.


She opened her mouth, showing me her pointy teeth, and hissed loudly. I knew she was marking her territory. I thought of Father. If I didn’t make any sudden moves, I would be safe. Hares can be impressive creatures, but you are usually okay if you treat them with the same caution you would take with the larger centipedes.


Something moved through the eucalyptus trees; a rustling sound of branches and leaves being pulled aside. Someone was approaching the pond.


The hare turned in the direction of the disturbance with another sudden hiss. Her eyes as open and big as her mouth as she prepared to attack the intruder.


I grabbed a branch lying on the floor; it was thick and heavy. I moved swiftly, bludgeoning the hare just before she could attack Eli. Next thing I knew, I was staring at a beautiful pattern of colours I couldn’t for a second make sense of. And then it hit me: I was looking at the hare’s brain pouring out of her head, mixed together with a dark red liquid.


I stayed where I was, spattered with the warm blood. I was trying to think of anatomy lessons, the circulation of the blood. How to put it all back, all that patchy learning, first aid, basic cures, herbals. Those things all surface children needed to learn, in case we were one day sent up to the sky. How to put it all back? The thought, like a flash: you cannot put it back. The brain would stay there, on the ground. I looked at Eli, her head round, and in place.


The hare jerked horribly. I kneeled down close to her, and beat her until she stopped moving. Perhaps a couple of times, three, four.


I was panting, covered in blood and sweat. I looked up to the hot sky, white dots still clouding my vision.


Eli was staring at me, at the hare, at the branch that I dropped.


‘Thank you,’ was all she could muster.


But I had an odd flavour in my mouth, as if I were remembering something from long ago. It was the metallic taste of the hare’s blood, splattered over my mouth, horribly. I saw my father in my mind, coming towards me. Towards us: me and a little beanie girl. She used to be my friend. She was dead now.


We were playing, my father advancing towards us, a malignant look on his face. Was it my father, or was it a mullo with his face, coming up from Hell to take us back there with him?
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It had all started there, with the hare, dead by the overgrowth. Thinking hard of all the ways in which I could put her brain and her blood back in place, and thinking hard about how I could not. Seeing in my mind the little beanie girl, and knowing that she wasn’t there any longer, and knowing that she stopped being there at the same time that Father did, and wondering why. She used to dye her hair blue, and I did as well. What was her name?


Now, in my pod up among the stars, I benefit from all the scientific and technological advances that the Upper Settlement can offer a surfacer like myself. Miracles are performed in the ring; everybody knows that. Would it be possible, here, to put it all back? As soon as I arrived up here, things progressed quickly. We were sorted like cattle, and I am carrying the biggest possible prize. And yet, and yet. I doubt they could do it themselves: put it all back together, bring the dead back to life, prevent from dying that which should not live.


Here, I dream that there is some problem with the delivery, or the child moves to a difficult position. I suspect they will cut me in half to get her out if that happens.


The hare had brought back those images of Father, of the beanie girl and me playing together, scenes perhaps seen in a dream, or that took place many years back. I went back again and again for several weeks to see the corpse, forgotten among the branches, for some reason untouched by the other creatures. Perhaps some of her striking fur possessed an unexpected poisonous quality. No maggots crawled through her orange fur. Instead, a liquid mass of yellow and pink covered the open wound, and the rotten flesh that had somehow gushed over the grass looked sticky.


I felt a strange comfort in her presence. The sweet smell of rot did not displease me, not really. I would pretend to gag at it; otherwise I could imagine the beanie youngsters who worked for us would single me out as ‘odd’, or ‘fancy’. They might laugh at me as they laughed at Mother. But death was as natural as living, I thought. Perhaps there was a bit of swimmer in me.


* * *


I was often sent to harvest with them, the beanie youngsters. We collected nuts, leaves, flowers. They were not children, but not fully grown up either. They existed in that indeterminate time of understanding cruelty, of understanding pain. And, after the Delivery Act, of understanding that I was not better than them any longer.


First, there were the elegant techies, then their servants, the beanies, and lastly those on the Upper Settlement, the ringers, lording over us all. The shuvaníes, like Savina, did not even count. No one mentioned them, worried about them, either their fears or their desires. They occupied a liminal space within our society, at once part of it and outsiders. They kept themselves to themselves, and were only part of a household if they served a family; and they would not serve anyone but the most aristocratic and old ones. Employing one was a mark of high distinction. Hence, they were both inside and outside of our lives, neither believers nor followers of the condoned doctrine.


After the Act was passed and ratified, we were all equal. Or were we? With the new knowledge that we were no better than them, other ideas awoke in the beanie brains of my harvest companions. They knew that our clothes were shabby, that our only vehicle had been repaired a hundred times, and that it didn’t hover over the road anymore. It needed to go on its six wheels. This was a problem for us: the roads into Old Town were not accessible at that point. Once the hover system started failing, we were cut off from the world. You would never see another vehicle; you would never see a drone from the ring descending with its annoying buzz, as unwelcome as a queen butterfly; you would never see the ring itself. This absence of the Upper Settlement from our sky made everything more unreal if I was ever taken into town. For I was so little used to seeing the white translucent structure, all lights and shiny colours orbiting around itself in the middle of the night, that I could not quite believe that it was up there. The answer to my childish question would in turn depend on who I was asking:


‘Mommy, is the ring real?’


‘Of course it’s real. Mr Vanlow has lived there.’ This was our new neighbour. ‘Many people live there. You yourself have some family up there: one of my second cousins managed to emigrate years ago.’


‘Savina, is the ring real?’


‘Real? What do you mean, real? What is real, child? Is this house real, or the forest, or the ocean that we can never see behind the wall real?’


The truth was that there were many things in our world that were not part of our life, of our existence, up in the sierra. It hit Mother hardest. For she was the one who needed to come down to the coast regularly; she was the one who needed contact with the water. They were right to insult her, the beanie children. She had been a swimmer, and a swimmer is always a swimmer. I wondered if she knew the truth: that it was the beanie children themselves who had tampered with our hovering vehicle, so we would be trapped there on purpose. I had caught them doing it, two scruffy girls, no bigger than me, crouching next to it, and a smaller boy keeping lookout. I did not understand what they were doing, so I kept hidden behind some bushes. They had opened some small latch on the side, and were tampering with the mechanism, with a stick of all things. Afterwards, the vehicle did not fly anymore. It was only years later that I understood one thing: those children could not have known by themselves where to find the circuit that needed to be tampered with, so it stands to reason that they were given precise instructions by adults. The realisation sent shivers up my spine.


But that was not all: those children knew cruelty. I saw them often, looking at her, while she sat on the balcony. Mother, lost in her dreams, thinking of the distant ocean. They would call her names, shout at her that she was a swimmer, but I was still made to work with them, for no one should harvest on their own, letting the forest decide whether to come for you or not.


A strange tension surrounded our interactions. They did not miss an opportunity to remind me that my mother could be a techie, but that my father was not, and that therefore I was nothing more than some trash caught in the middle.


On a particularly hot morning, they played their most sophisticated trick on me. I went into the shed to replace my shields. They were not cutting properly, and I was halfway through my task of clearing a bed. The shed we had in Gobarí was round, and white. It had built-in shelves filled with all sorts of tools and bits and pieces: odd bits of rope, opened seed packets, dirty tools put away without any care, bamboo sticks prepared for planting, empty pots. It was always warm in there, but today I found it cool and fresh inside, so I pushed the door a little, to keep the heat out. The little structure could only be locked from the outside. In theory, it was to prevent animals from going inside at night. Sometimes servants, beanies, had been locked in as a punishment. Of course, we could not do that anymore. After the Act, the ones that remained with us expected now to be paid with credit; I wondered how we were going to do it. But I wondered from afar, not really worrying. Not fully grown up yet.


I felt safe there; I didn’t want to go back, face them, to have to bend down to pull the wild randunes, cut out the leaves from the bed in preparation for planting, all the tiring little tasks I had undertaken that year. I bought myself some time inspecting the tools. There were long spears, hanging from the walls. We used them to cut the upper palm leaves. For other things as well.


Sometimes we got trapped out there, in Gobarí. The hovering vehicles didn’t work so well in the forest; the HivePods couldn’t find any signals. Sometimes we were cut off, and the spears could clear a path, if needed. We went long periods without using them, but that thought was not reassuring, for it surely meant that the time to do so again was nearly on us.


A bell rang somewhere. It could be that it was time to eat. Was it really time to eat? I remember thinking. I sometimes went into vacant moments, fugue states, when I lost the sense of time. The bell could also be signalling that the forest had moved, ever so slightly, or had swallowed one of us up. Unlikely.


At some point I walked confidently towards the door of the shed to get out, but found it locked. This was unexpected. I moved the handle up and down with all my might. It didn’t open magically, of course. And I knew no shuvaní prayer that would help me. Only then did I notice how small the shed was, how its walls seemed to close over my head, not leaving a lot of space for breathing.


Would I die there?


I started panting.


It took a minute, but eventually I recognised what was happening: I was having one of my episodes.


To know this was comforting; at least I knew this was not death, my heart failing. This was simply out-of-control fear. But knowing that did not ease the feeling of dread, did not stop me from actually going through it. I would have to go through it.


This was a battle between my irrational fear and the rational notion of knowing exactly what was happening to me. I couldn’t move, I couldn’t react. Eventually, I found the willpower to advance a couple of steps and crouch by the wall, under the shelves, folding my body over itself. I hugged my knees. And I sat to wait it out. I was insanely proud of having taken those two steps, of deciding to crouch down and hug my knees, and of being capable of putting my decision into action.


Outside, the dark was growing. Someone would have noticed my absence by now. Or would they think the forest had taken me? If that were the case, then no one would bother looking for me.


I had had similar episodes before, but this one hit me particularly hard. What was I meant to do? I tried to remember. Something about retreating mentally to your ‘safe place’. We were encouraged to create those. I had not undergone the formal training, but any of us could in theory be sent in a vessel up to the sky. A ‘safe place’ was meant to be a useful thing to have. Even after knowing all your life that you were meant to go there, the shock of space could hit you, I could understand that. The episode made my chest feel heavy, clenched; I could not settle on a place of security, a calming idea. I had read the guide to the NEST programme that we kept at home several times, and I had tried to think of a safe place. What would that be for me? Gobarí, perhaps? The forest? The pond? The pond. That was it. I imagined that my two feet advanced down the little shore, advanced until the water reached my waist, and that I took a plunge below the yellowy surface. I would resurface feeling refreshed, clean and new, and all my worries would be gone, and my solitude would be a distant memory.


That did it. Unexpectedly, once I felt calm, another image sprang to mind: the dead hare, her dark orange fur and her yellow gluey brains. Inside the shed, far away from its body, decomposing near the pond, I thought deeply of her, remembered her sickly sweet rotting smell. Willingly, it seemed; quite willingly.


I have felt this, I thought; I have experienced all this, this exact combination of events. A strong sense of déjà vu overtook my brain at that moment, as though I were drowning in memories. I was glad of this, for it numbed the episode a little.The darkness, the closeness of the walls falling over me, the sweet smell of rot… It was like a combination lock. And suddenly I had all the winning numbers.


These elements together managed to do it; they opened the memory like a flower.


Something dormant, something that had happened years before, perhaps when I was very young: four or five years old.


I was looking into the eyes of the bright ocean. The monstrous seagulls wailing above me. If I looked up, I saw nothing, so blinding the white light was. The swimmer travelled methodically, moving away from me. His movements looked precise, automatic. Every couple of strokes his black mouth came out for air. He was moving away from me, away from the rock, where I sat perched like a little bird.


Was that the day that I cut my feet on the rock? The scenes from that outing appeared in my mind mixed up with those from another, one that included Mother and my little brother. Their figures appeared and disappeared from the shore as the memories intertwined. I remembered the sharp pain, and the thin red ribbon of blood in the clear water.


Did I know the swimmer?


The swimmer was my father.


Yes, but did I know him?


I was perched on a rock at the pointy end of the shell-like coquina stone.


To my left, the swimmer.


To my right, the coast stretched for fifty kilometres, curving out on a bay: delicate little shores, abrupt rock formations. At the very end of the curve, the isthmus of Old Town.


If I followed the curve of the coast with my eyes, I could see them, sitting at the end: the two vessels.


It was not a clear image, not really. It flickered in and out of my vision, like a mirage; masses of rock, the town at the point, the isthmus, and at the very end the two gigantic structures: all odd, all hazy, as though I were peering at them through a glass vase, or deep water. It was the rising heat that made them look like the ghosts of two mountains, pale and almost translucent.


The vessels sat quietly there, at the end of the known world, abandoned on the staithe, the whitish skeletons of two enormous beetles. The old white marble cathedral, now the Registry, looked dwarfish at their feet. Their vastness imposed itself on everything, producing a kind of vertigo in the onlooker; I imagined them taking flight as they once did, higher and higher, a heavy cloud crossing the blue sky, upwards, always upwards.


I looked at the vessels, stared at them. My father continued taking his exercise, perhaps doing something more sinister. Was he planning to give himself to the Three Oceans? Was he planning to leave me behind?


Where I sat, on the coquina rock, fifty kilometres separated me from the vessels; fifty kilometres of yellow sand, darker stone, a flat sea that lapped delicately at the shore. The water was the bluest thing I had ever seen, coming and going, a calm receding tide, leaving behind a shiny mirror of darker sand. So pure, so constant, the water on this side of the wall. I wished that this water might wash everything. I wished it could wash me. I wished for my mother and my brother.


To my left, the swimmer. Even now, I have no words to describe him. I can’t say he moved gracefully, or that his huge body splashed water bluntly over the surface as he advanced. I didn’t really know my father. I guess I must have known him at some point, but I don’t anymore, not really. He was soon going to be out of our lives. Was he a good swimmer, a bad swimmer? A believer in giving yourself to the Three Oceans?


All I remember is that I sat, perched on a rock. To my left, the swimmer. To my right, a little beanie girl, her hair dyed blue and a smile of happiness on her face.


There was blood that day: my feet got cut on the stone, its porous edges alive with seashells, little barnacles, the pointy soft skeletons of centuries-old dead crabs. I looked at the red ribbon escaping from my skin: little rubies; red pearls, if such a thing could ever exist. And I cried. Two forces pulling at each other, from opposite places. I was meant to be there; I was not meant to be there. There had been an urgency in my father’s taking me out of bed in the early hours, putting me inside the hovering vehicle still in my sleeping robe, wrapped up in a travel blanket, wrapping me up like a little animal he had found on the road and needed to bring to life, urgently, in secret. ‘Quiet, my little bird,’ he said; for that was what he called me. His little bird, his little blue bird.


For some reason, me and the beanie girl had come alone with my father to Kon-il beach. Was this unusual? Again, I cried.
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The music continues to wake me sweetly each morning. Melancholy sounds that resemble the shrieks of some creatures, down in Gobarí, but that I know are called ‘stringed instruments’. They accompany the haunted voice that sings alone, to be united with other voices at the end of the song. I look at the little screen displaying the data: Melody title: ‘Ingen vinner frem til den evige ro’. Class: Traditional. Place: Earth, Northern Hemisphere. Epoch: Unknown (Pre-Winter). Translated as ‘No one reaches the eternal calm’. I marvel at the truths contained within this pristine technology.


The interior of my LivePod is white, immaculate. Blue and grey signs that must mean something to the initiated. Little flickering lights here and there, glass lids that open up to small recesses where extra pouches of water magically appear. I grab one, unscrew the little cap, and press the plastic square hard, until all the liquid has passed from the pouch to my body. I have never been this thirsty before. I have nothing to compare it to, since I have never been pregnant before. The skin on my hands is papery, almost translucent. I can discern all the lines that will break into flakes. I have not seen my face in weeks, and my hair has never been this long. It is intricately plaited, but not by me. Someone must have done it while I was unconscious or drugged or asleep. I should feel safe here. Everything is designed for a particular purpose, with a definitive use in mind, exactly as Arlo explained to me. The carefully plaited hair makes sure I do not get the hair tangled with the small indents and recesses inside my pristine coffin.


The forest, on the other hand, was an uncertain space where we made and remade the rules daily. It was filled with plants that could kill us, animals that bared their pointy teeth before springing on you, and the cries and shrieks of so many new things no one could identify them. Why did I feel safer in Gobarí? Why were we brought up there?


There was no beach in Gobarí, no sea, no ocean. The little beach at Kon-il was half a day’s walk away. There was only the pond, where the alicanta lived in his underwater caves. Every week down by the water, Savina left cut-out pieces of fruit, hand-woven baskets filled with gigantic petals, and the petals filled in their turn with miniature sculptures, woven from flowers, mimicking people, trees, and a little house. Tiny decorated pebbles, delicate bone carvings, exquisite quartzite. Dainty offerings, for the basilisk was meant to have a face that resembled a human being, and Savina was scared of it.


But no, no ocean. And Mother loved the ocean.


* * *


I was ill when I came out of the shed, dehydrated. It turned out that the coolness inside had been a miscalculation on my part, and the little white thing, baking under the daylight, had got so hot I had passed out when they found me. I almost died of sunstroke that day. My mother was furious at me. I was old enough to know better, she said. It was true.


After that day, Savina brought Eli. She was the daughter of one of her friends. We would go and sit by the pond together. This was my favourite place in the whole world, and I took her there immediately. Now I would not be on my own anymore. Now I had someone to be with, no need to mix with the beanie youngsters who locked me up on purpose, who were merciless and cruel. They knew things. They called my father a mullo, a tainted one; and I had nightmares of my father waking up in his tomb and coming to get me, the way mullos do. For my father had a bad death, the worst possible.


So Savina brought Eli, and now I had a friend. A friend to bathe with in the pond. I did not know what friendship was, not really, but I was a fast learner.


Savina and I spent the afternoons sitting around the kitchen table where we did most things, from peeling potatoes to skinning rodents, and eating the delicacies that she knew a growing child needed: mango-spread, rumbatán, green milky milbao. I had always known that other things went on in Savina’s kitchen. I knew this was where Savina sometimes practised her shuvaní magiks. She would say little prayers while skinning the rodents or dicing the rumbatán. Sometimes other women were there with her, helping with the incantations; or perhaps, I thought, being helped by her. One of them was Eli’s mother.


One day, at noon, I walked into the kitchen as I did every day, and she was there, a woman I didn’t know, helping Savina throw things into the fire. Their faces were rigid, concentrated on the task. I knew they were performing some shuvaní ritual, and I looked on, fascinated. Perched on a chair was a sulky teenager who needed a wash, devouring some fried bananas. Eli looked at me furtively, as if I were the intruder, when Gobarí was my house, and Savina’s kitchen my kitchen. She continued staring at me oddly, as if willing me to leave, but saying nothing. I stood where I was.


Later, we were sent out to entertain ourselves. It was so hot that day we couldn’t go anywhere, so we sat on the porch, sucking melon slices and spitting the black seeds out. Eli suggested that we go to the pond the next time she visited.


After that Eli came back to see me often. We mostly sat around, eating mango that we had picked ourselves and chatting. I would invent stories to amuse her: those days I was reading about our shared constellations, the ones all children of the surface knew by heart. I would tell her stories about the fox, the three sisters, and Alira, the little bird ascending. When I didn’t remember exactly what the story said, I invented their endings, or mixed them with others. I could have spoken with her about other things, as friends are meant to do. I could have shared with her incidents from my life, our family. But I wasn’t as good a friend as I thought; I was selfish, wanted to keep some things private, only for me. I carefully avoided some subjects. My father’s death by his own hand, inside a NEST prison; my brother’s illness. Mother’s melancholia that was doubtless linked to them both. And how unhelpful, what a useless daughter I was to her. I was scared of being asked anything about those topics, so I kept us busy with the imaginary telling of the stars.
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