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    To my sister.

The best parts of me wouldn't exist without you.

      

    


Above, gulls shouted impertinent cries. Around me, sweaty shoulders bumped and prodded one another. Below, the sea gurgled as it lapped the wooden beams supporting the weight of the city’s shoreside quarter, and I couldn’t remember ever being so excited.

“Up there, you'll see the finest example of Port Glass cuisine!” First Mate Robert pointed to a shack dangling precariously over the edge of one of the city's many tiered levels. Smoke and pungent, rancid odors smothered us. I held back a wretch. “Ha!” His chuckle was abrupt, genuine, but not unkind. “Maybe it should be called Port Ass!”

I giggled. “It's not their fault. I can't stand seafood. Even good seafood.”

He stopped walking and turned to face me. The most off-putting thing about Robert was his penchant for covering his torso with only a long, leather jacket worn down by time and salt to a papery thinness. He always left it open to expose a soft, yet somehow masculine pair of breasts.

He was incredulous. “Don't like seaf—WHALE BALLS, GIRL! Why’d you join up with a ship?!”

“Maybe it's because I'd rather admire fish than eat them!” I pondered his colorful interjection for a moment. “No... No, I don't think I'd like to eat whale balls either. Unless... Maybe if they're from a ghalitract whale...or a hraunadreck orca. Both are very nutritious.”

He stared at me like I had sprouted scales and sharp teeth. A cool breeze ran between us, accentuating the comedy of his exposed nipples. “Kor,” he finally said with a slight nod.

“Kor?” 

“It just means good.” He cocked his head to the side. “Where'd you say you're from again?”

“Gorgonis, Vlazena.” I beamed. “Galleb district.”

He smiled with an open mouth. “Ah. Kor... That's right. You're the beaster!” It was such an outdated term.

“Zivost um,” I corrected. “Or animologist, if you prefer.”

“Whatever suits you.” He continued walking. Soon we reached a plaza where a massive square in the boardwalk opened onto the sea below. The water was dark and still, strangely so. “Here's where the Caucus meets to talk about trade prices and laws and shit. The less you see of those old bones the better.” He rubbed one of his shoulders in an exaggerated gesture. “Hope you're ready to put in some work besides counting fish; we've got Rahz'ric starting, and every crew member hauls their share.”

Ever since my education in Vlazena, I'd been warned that not all would understand the importance of a zivost um. “I'll do what the captain asks,” I said. “But the next time your ship is being tracked by a great fallow or a crimson-eyed maw, you'll be glad to have a ‘fish counter’ with you.”

“You're right, you're right,” he apologized. “We've been too long without one.” He stared at the deep, empty square. “Too long.” Robert's eyes were beady but beautiful, like shifting twinkles of night-sand. Even though much about him seemed low and unattractive, those eyes were his best quality. “Well...I've got to go say goodbye to my kids.”

I hadn't been a seafarer long, but it seemed odd that the first mate on a Port Glass razor would be attached to anyone landside long enough to raise children. “You have kids?”

His belly bounced as he laughed. “Shock ya? Ain't much other work around here. Even for a papa. Now go.” He waved calloused fingers at me. “Shoo! Go find some way to unwind before we set off.”

“Unwind?”

“You know... Relax, blow off steam, whatever. Won't get another chance once we start Rhaz'ric.”

“Oh...okay. When—”

“Meet at the Journey's End at third blow. Remember where I pointed her out?”

“I think so. Yes.”

“Kor!” he happily exclaimed. “See you there.” He trotted away from the plaza.

Unwind? I thought to myself. How am I going to do that?

***
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The most surprising thing about their skin was how warm and soft it was. I had expected a sireid to feel coarse like marine fish. They both had gills afterall. But as this one lay behind me, spooning my own naked body with theirs, all I felt was heat and a velvety sensation not unlike a young trout or marine mammal. I suppose most would find that comparison off-putting, but I—well, nothing about that moment was unappealing.

“You said Rhaz'ric is soon?” they asked, outstretching an arm over mine until our fingers became interlocked. Their hand was warm too—warm and iridescent green like the rest of them.

“Mmhm,” I replied absentmindedly. Their hand released from mine. “Um...Tomorrow, I think. I...” It was hard to carry on a conversation while their fingers danced around the small of my back, rounding around my stomach, but I dared not stop them. “W-What is it exactly? I understand it means all the ships will be out to sea. But what's it all about?”

I recoiled a little as cool water graced my ear. Sireid hair was a living fluid bound to their scalps. Most commonly, it took the form of beautiful, blue sea water. This one’s was darker, an opaque mystery, like the ocean depths. And it pleasantly left no residual moisture on what it touched, which was good news for the bed. I might have even been jealous of it had I not already adored my own fiery head of normal human hair.

“Ohhh,” they moaned ominously. “It's much more than that. Rhaz'ric is like a holiday, competition, and battle cry all wrapped up in the hearts of Glassers...like you.” They rolled over me, spilling themself onto the other side of the bed. While my skin shivered under a mist of sweat, they seemed calm to their core. Maybe I shouldn't have been surprised by that.

I smiled, lifting a leg over their hip. “Is that what I am now? A Glasser?” I said the word like a joke, but I honestly enjoyed the concept. I never expected to stay in Gorgonis, but belonging somewhere else was always uncertain.

They smirked and tilted their head down, letting small fin-like extensions slump from the sides of their face. “When Port Glass was founded, its people relied on the sale of rare sand to trade and make profit. The sand could be fashioned into beautiful, unyielding glass.” 

I knew these facts well, but I wanted to see their lips move again and hear the rhythmic pulse of their voice—it reminded me of the ebb of waves. 

“The desert surrounding the port eventually ran out of this kind of sand. So, to survive, the population needed to change some things.” Then they placed a finger on the bedsheet, tracing a large circle between my navel and the spot on their stomach where a navel would have been. “The founders said, ‘This ocean has kept us alive with fish in our bellies and trade on our ships. But the trade lessens as the sand disappears. So we must look to other ways of profit.’ 
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