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Set in a future where human values are more
important than technology, Hybrids weaves a science-fiction
world with a story of love, friendship and tolerance.

For practical reasons, Hybrids is
published in four volumes, which cannot be read separately or in a
different order: Trouble, Vengeance, Fear and
Hope.
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After fleeing Gambling Nova, her home planet,
rebellious and sensitive Theo Maddiogga finds refuge on Eridan. She
is determined to find her place on this water-covered planet where
the inhabitants are telepaths and live in symbiosis with the
ocean.

There is Ashta and the Savalwomen, a group of
female warriors; Declan the charismatic Master Face Changer,
alternately male and female; Nand the teenager who understands
whales; and Keith of Rain Forest who wants to become a spiritual
leader. And then there is Mocean, the living ocean that regulates
life on Eridan.

But, unaware of her own mental powers, Theo
triggers a chain of events that disrupts Eridan’s troubled
political climate and distresses Mocean.

On Earth Metropolis, Jack Finch and Farren
Megan, two Space Secret Services agents, investigate Eridan and
Gambling Nova. When Farren discovers that their boss, the Spylady,
is plotting to overthrow the federal government, he inadvertently
sets into motion a trap that puts both his life and Jack’s in
mortal danger.

The glossary and list of characters are
available at the end of the book.

For information, visit my website:

www.jenniedorny.com
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Dear Reader,

Thank you for downloading Trouble, the
first volume of Hybrids. I hope you enjoy your reading
journey. Don’t hesitate to visit my website (https://www.jenniedorny.com/)
and join the Distinguished Readers’ Club, my monthly newsletter
(you will find the link at the end of the book). Mindhold, a
short story that borders on the fantastic, will be sent to you
along the way.

Kind wishes,

Jennie Dorny
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 CHAPTER 1

Meeting

14 January 3075, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Space—Aboard Freight Omniliner Nuong III

“Looking for
this?”

The handsome white guy holding the straps of
Theo’s dirty bag smirked, oozing booze and liquid charm. He gripped
her elbow and forced her to her feet. Freight-ship pilots gathered
around them in the lounge bar to watch.

“What do we have here?” The pack leader
punctuated his words with knuckle-punches to her chest. His brown
pal with the red scarf jeered; the other white man picked his
teeth. “A bald, stinking junkie … You’re not allowed to wear that
jacket anymore!”

Her stay with the Nexus street fighters had
taught her a thing or two, but days constantly watching her back
had weakened her. She steeled herself.

She wrenched her arm away, lost her balance,
tripped against the corner of a low table and crashed to the
ground. She rolled over, drew her knife from inside her boot and
faced her assailants.

A short black man with eerie light-gray eyes
made a pass for her on the left and she scratched him, slashing his
hand and wrist. He howled. The leader pulled his own glittering
blade out and threw his weapon from hand to hand, grinning. He
watched her. A heavy-set brown man with a spider tattoo taking up
half his face lunged at her from the right. She sidestepped him.
Red-Scarf and Toothpick double-teamed her. They grabbed her by the
arms and threw her, face down, against the scratchy, stained
carpet. Clutching her knife, she curled into a tight ball.

“Tell your friends to leave the bum alone or
I’ll break your arm.”

Theo peeked from behind a protective elbow: a
lithe, tanned woman straddled the leader’s back; she gripped his
throat with one hand while the other wrenched his arm at a strange
angle.

“Go to hell!” He snarled as he tried to
unseat her. The auburn-haired woman didn’t budge and raised his arm
higher. He howled. Short-Guy and Spider-Tattoo snickered. Toothpick
and Slanted-Eyes’ heavy boots found their mark each time they hit
her body.

“Tell them to stop hurting the bum!”

Handsome guy laughed. “I like the way you
ride me!”

Male freight pilots hooted. Hands clapped.
Female pilots booed.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you!”

His arm bone snapped. He yelled. She jumped
off his back as he crumpled to his knees. The woman eyed the other
pack members. Toothpick and Short-Guy abandoned Theo and joined
Spider-Tattoo and Red-Scarf to encircle the woman.

Theo pushed herself to her knees.

Spider-Tattoo flew past her and his head
crashed against a table. He groaned. Cheers and more clapping. He
lay unmoving.

The woman turned towards Toothpick. He raised
his hands in surrender and stepped back. Laughter erupted from a
group of female pilots who were eating dinner. They banged their
mugs and hooted.

Red-Scarf lunged at the woman from behind and
grabbed her. She dropped her weight and hit his head with her
elbows in a single deft motion.

He tried to grab her again and this time she
pulled his fingers and rotated out of his hold before kicking him
in the groin. Groaning, he collapsed. She quirked an eyebrow at
Short-Guy. He shook his head. Toothpick helped the pack leader to
his feet.

Amid boos and shouts, Theo’s pack of
attackers left the lounge.

The woman held out her hand and Theo clasped
it. Her fingers were cool and her grip strong. She picked up Theo’s
bag from the floor.

“Your cuts need to be cleaned.”

“I’m fine. I’ll be all right.”

The woman raised her piercing blue eyes to
Theo. “Don’t give me that kind of talk.” Her low voice carried a
faint accent. “You’re a woman. You’re hurt, and I’m taking care of
you.”
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A few minutes later, Theo stood in a
spacious suite that shimmered like a sunlit blue aquarium. On the
walls, virtual fish swam among rocks and seaweed.

“Fascinating, isn’t it?” The small woman
chuckled. “I earned some money and gave myself a treat. Why don’t
you sit down over here so I can check your bruises?”

Theo stepped back until she hit the door.
“What do you want with me?”

“My name is Ashta Coral. What about you?”

Theo longed for a warm shower.

“Perhaps you’d like to use the bathroom,”
Ashta said as if reading her mind. “I’m scheduled for practice in
the sports facility. Why don’t you relax a bit on your own?”

“I don’t take charity.”

Ashta picked up a towel and a pair of gym
tights from an open backpack on the floor. “Do as you like. If you
want to go, go. If you’d like to rest for a while, you’re welcome.
You can use my bathroom, and you’ll find a medical kit in the top
drawer of the cupboard. There’s food in the fridge. And even an
extra bed across from the bathroom. See you around.”

Theo almost followed her host out. But the
calm beckoned to her. She unzipped her Exploplan jacket, pulling it
off.

She stood naked in front of the mirror inside
the bathroom: what had possessed Ashta to leave her alone? Her
bruised and blood-smeared face horrified her. The rest of her body
was less of a mess thanks to the wide strip of cloth wrapped around
her breasts and upper torso and her thick, shield-like Exploplan
jacket. She checked her ribs for fractures and, much to her relief,
found none; she didn’t want to re-live the sense of frailty she had
felt when she had cracked a rib after leaving Nexus.

She had lost weight since the beginning of
her trip. Not to mention her hair, which she had shaved, and her
brown skin, which she had darkened to avoid recognition. What
should she do? The need to feel like herself again—even for a short
spell—won out, and she scrubbed herself clean.

When she emerged from the bathroom, she
devoured some fish delicacies she found and gulped down half a
bottle of her favorite drink, apple sissli.

She set the alarm on the digital clock by the
extra bed and lay down for a nap.
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Theo jerked awake. Where was she? Her
clothes were clean and neatly folded on a chair next to the bed.
The time made no sense.

She got dressed and went in search of her
host.

Ashta was eating at the table at the other
end of the suite. “I’m having lunch. Will you join me?”

A sparkling dark red suit covered her entire
body, and she had gathered her straight hair in a green band.

“Lunch?”

“You slept twenty hours through. You must’ve
been exhausted, because I’m rather noisy.”

Theo sat across from Ashta and served herself
a bowl of steaming seaweed soup. “I’m leaving afterwards,” she
said.

“You don’t need to. There’s room enough for
both of us.”

Ashta’s calm demeanor reminded Theo of two of
her mother’s friends—Kilu particularly, because Nujise was more fun
than quiet. She laughed a lot.

“How did you know I was a woman?” The
question bugged her. “You’re the first person who’s even
guessed.”

Ashta spread green paste on a slice of bread
and handed it to her. “Something in the way you held yourself.
Don’t worry, your disguise is perfect. Strapping your breasts must
be uncomfortable, though.”

Theo drank more soup. “What made you think
you could trust me here?”

“I just knew. And I was right. You didn’t
slash the walls or anything like that.”

She bit into the bread, surprised by the
green spread’s fishy taste. “I emptied your fridge. I drank all
your apple sissli.”

“You were famished.”

“I could have attacked you in your
sleep.”

Ashta shook her head. “I’m a Savalwoman. I
can’t be surprised in my sleep.”

“What’s that?”

“In Eridan, where I come from, Savalwomen
protect and defend.”

“You’re from Eridan?”

“Yes. I’m going home after two years abroad.
What about you? Where are you heading?”

“Same place.” She stirred honey into her
black tea.

“Foreigners seldom visit us. Can I ask you
why you’re going over there?”

“I like your tea and your food. Maybe I’ll
stay a while. But no questions.”

“Fair enough.” Ashta stood up. “Practice time
for me. I’ll be back later this afternoon.”

“Mighty long practice.”

“Well, not nearly enough. I’ve lagged.” She
stared into nowhere, her eyes wistful and filled with so much
sadness that Theo nearly stood up to comfort her. She shook herself
out of it and nodded to Theo. “See you later.”

“I bet Savalwomen never show their weak side
to anyone. They’d be appalled at what you’re doing right now,
taking me in when you’ve no idea who I am.”

Ashta’s face hardened. Theo stood up, her
chair falling soundlessly on the carpet, and drew her knife.

The Savalwoman raised her hands. “We’re not
enemies. If you want to test your strength or your fighting spirit,
try someone else. I won’t fight you.”

“Why not?” Theo hated her shaky voice’s
anguish. “Am I not a worthy opponent for you?”

“You are. I admire you. But why quarrel with
me? I don’t want to hurt you. You’re a friend to me. I never fight
my friends.”

“Even when you practise?”

“Mock fights? We do that all the time.”

“Then practise with me.”

She put her knife on the table. “Fine.”

Theo helped Ashta push the furniture against
the walls. They removed their shoes and faced each other in the
center of the room.

“The rule is that each has five minutes to
catch the other and place her into a death grip, head on the
ground, arms around the neck,” Ashta said. “If in five minutes the
trick isn’t done, the attack reverses to the other person. Like
this …”

The first round went fast. Ashta caught her
easily. Theo tried to bring Ashta down with no luck. When it was
Ashta’s turn again, Theo ducked twice before she lost. Each time
she launched her own attack, the smaller woman escaped, even though
she reproduced her opponent’s own feints. Theo refused to relent.
She persisted. Finally, Ashta raised an arm.

“Time to rest.”

Theo collapsed on the carpet, her arms
stretched cross-like, and closed her eyes, panting.

“Are you all right?” The Savalwoman leaned
over her, concern in her eyes.

“By the Winds, were you trying to punish
me?”

“Punish you? What are you talking about?”

“What I said about Savalwomen.”

“You wanted to practise with me.”

“Not for hours.”

“I know you don’t trust me, yet believe me
when I say that you’re a wonderful opponent. It’s been the most
interesting fight I’ve had in years.”

“Really?”

Ashta nodded as she wiped her own sweaty
face.

“Well, let’s go on. I like it!”


 


 CHAPTER 2

Remembering

16 January 3075, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Space—Aboard Freight Omniliner Nuong III

“You’re not
sleeping, so stop pretending.”

A brusque tone often accompanied her new
friend’s words. Theo had reverted to her space junkie appearance,
with a freshly shaved head and her worn-out Exploplan jacket which
concealed her femininity.

“I can’t sleep.” Theo’s husky voice betrayed
her irritation. “I’ll be upstairs on the landing deck. I’d like to
see your planet before we land.”

“I’ll join you as soon as I finish packing my
bag.”

“Take your time.”

Ashta nodded. She also needed time on her own
before disembarking in Eridooneen’s aquaport.

She sat in the armchair, her arms around her
knees. In less than three hours she would be home in Eridan. She
couldn’t ignore Mocean’s call any longer. Yet, even as she longed
to dive into its waves and be lulled to sleep, even as she needed
to taste salty water on her lips, munch seaweed and pop raw oysters
down her throat, returning meant that she accepted a future without
Norwen.

And picking up her warrior’s life where she
had left it. Despite Sheer, she rejoiced at the idea of joining the
Savalwomen again. Her countless jobs during her eight seasons
abroad had left her disgusted by the status of women in the other
lands she had visited. She would soon recover her privileged
position in society, even if she had to live alone, without a
double.

As for Declan … Forgiving him for whisking
Norwen away from her meant forgiving herself for letting it happen.
The notion still troubled her.

Her long journey abroad had taught her
solitude’s pains and joys. During the first tenens after she had
left Eridan, a dull gray sleep had engulfed her after desperate and
depressing days. No reassuring Mocean to rock her mind, to soothe
her sorrow; no collective consciousness to surge and splash upon
her inner world and infuse her with the rolling and unrolling
energy of its waves. And yet, as tenens—or weeks, as days were
counted universally—went by, other dreams appeared: dreams that
catapulted her back into the past. She dreamt of her childhood and
growing up in the Shallow Seas, of self-discovery, underwater sign
language, swimming in clearwater with filtered sun above,
thought-touches, and caresses exchanged in the middle of the
swell.

Her first dream of Norwen had seared her, the
bite of absence too acute to bear. Hauling crates had saved her.
She had exhausted herself physically, and later, when she could
cope with her grief, she had assessed her loss.

It had begun one evening at the Xintha Bar in
Oniraveen, drinking cold akol, dancing and laughing. For them,
love; for her, lies. Her childhood dream—she and Norwen as doubles
among the Savalwomen, living together forever—had fallen apart two
tenens after this first meeting.

Norwen had followed Declan to Eridooneen;
Ashta had stayed in Oniraveen.

Four whole seasons without any exchange,
mental or physical. And then, on the tenth day of weed in the
oyster season, an aquatrain tunnel had collapsed outside
Eridooneen. Norwen and fifteen travelers had died in the
accident.

Stupid way for a warrior to die.

Her friend Carmen, Sheer’s double, had spoken
of that day, evoking the wreaths of green seaweed and red flowers,
the swirls that drew arabesques on the waves’ surface, and the gray
drizzle. She had talked about Declan, his wish to see Ashta so that
they could comfort each other. Other Savalwomen had reported on
Sheer’s sharp words to Declan after immersion. She held him
responsible for Norwen’s demise.

Leaving had been her way out of the tangled
mess. She had never regretted her decision.

And now she was about to disembark with a
young woman whose dark eyes shone with the brightness of a
dwetwal’s wet skin. Angry, distrustful and yet endearing Theo, who
wanted to become a Savalwoman.

She reminded Ashta of Norwen. Theo hid her
sensitivity behind a facade of antagonism; Norwen had hidden hers
by being cheerful all the time.

Ashta picked up Norwen’s picture, propped up
on the nightstand, taken after the Wansha ritual. Her lover raised
her arms over her head, grinning. On the flip side, Norwen’s bold
handwriting stood out: “To the best double in the world, Love
Norwen, Fog Day, Ippini’s Brown Year, 207th cycle.” She caressed
the words with her fingertips, remembering the pride they’d shared
that special day and their underwater lovemaking at sunrise the
next morning.

She kissed the picture, then slid it into a
side pocket of her backpack: Norwen belonged to the past.

And the vibrant Theo enchanted the
present.


 


 CHAPTER 3

Kidnapped

16 January 3075, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Space—Aboard Freight Omniliner Nuong III

A dark green dread
washed over Ashta as she knelt on her backpack to zip it closed.
She shook her head. Ripples of anguish seized her. She scrambled to
her feet. Her head swam. She blinked at herself in the mirror near
the cabin door, searching her own eyes for answers. Bullets of
despair zinged through her brain and threw her off balance. She
clutched the table and heaved herself up.

As she stared at her wan face, she registered
a double-focus: while she was looking at herself, her mind was
seeing through Theo’s eyes.

A poorly lit corridor. Was it somewhere in
the Omniliner’s lower decks? A man seemed to have kidnapped Theo.
His forceful presence elicited her friend’s fear and rebellion.

Theo’s panic entwined with her own sense of
panic. It overwhelmed her.

Ashta recoiled, refusing an experience that
went against all of her society’s intimacy codes: mindreading was
taboo, and this resembled it. She was irresistibly drawn into the
swirl of Theo’s erratic emotions.

Dragged down a narrow, ladder-steep
staircase; hanging wires, clouds of steam, horizontal pipes.
Regular blinding flashes of light burst through the darkness like a
lighthouse’s rays. They reminded her of the machine rooms situated
in the commercial ship’s skull where she had worked as a mechanic
for a whole season.

What was going on?

She swallowed her fear. The only chance she
had of finding her friend before the ship landed resided in this
double-focus.

Poised on the threshold of her cabin, she
hesitated. A burst of hope zapped through her head as Theo kicked
her assailant.

Zoom upwards, sideways, upwards again,
downwards.

Pain exploded in her arm, her face. She cried
out. The kidnapper’s hands encircled Theo’s throat. Ashta forced
herself to breathe. Darkness slowly dimmed her friend’s sight.
Ashta experienced the agony of rarefied air, Theo’s ears buzzing,
how she choked on her own screams, driven to oblivion.

Ashta’s mind reached beyond Theo’s immediate
loss of consciousness. She grasped at a flicker of sensation. Her
own fear surged again, threatening her grip on sanity. She blinked
and retreated into her cabin. She panted as she leaned against the
wall. Urgency prodded her as she staggered to the desk where her
computer stood.

Aiding Theo would jeopardize her status
because mindreading was forbidden. She could only hope that Sheer
wouldn’t pick up Theo’s imprint in her mind when she resumed her
training. Nobody would believe her if she claimed that Theo’s mind
had invaded hers: only Eridanis were telepaths.

Theo’s mind, even in her loss of
consciousness, bubbled like boiling water.

Fastening an electronic band around her head,
Ashta entered the ship’s blueprint. She studied the ship’s diagram
on the screen and located the machine room. Theo and her kidnapper
had taken the only available stairway in the area. Using the
infrared scheme, she located five spots containing the beep. Four
moved. One stayed out, deep down in a recess.

A cybernetic voice startled her. “Attention,
please. Due to a gale threat, the Omniliner will land in the
Eridooneen aquaport at eight a.m. and leave at ten a.m. The
passengers leaving the Omniliner should report to the Customs
Office situated on the star deck, room 88-Y12, right away.”

Theo’s emotions tumbled messily through
Ashta’s brainwaves. No time to lose! She set the air ducts’ map in
her comp-watch and pocketed her mindblinder.

Her cabin was at a crossroads of air ducts.
On tiptoe on top of the desk, she unscrewed the ceiling grid. She
heaved herself inside and wormed her way down.

Half an hour later, fifty-five minutes before
landing, she reached the corner where Theo and her captor sat. She
loosened the screws.

“You can try all you want. You won’t escape.”
The man checked Theo’s bound wrists. “We’ll stick together until
Gambling Nova.”

The man sat cross-legged underneath her.
Dandruff salted his brown hair and jacket, frayed at the collar. He
casually held his scratched gun.

Ashta fell from the duct onto his shoulders,
knocking him sideways, and mindblinded him. Coupled with her mental
energy, the discharge liquefied his mind. He grunted, his eyes
filling with awed disbelief as his neurons disintegrated. His
weapon thudded and bounced off the floor.

Ashta checked his pulse, raised one of his
eyelids: Theo’s assailant was alive, but permanently witless.

Theo eyed her as she cut her bonds. “How did
you find me?”

Her rough and sensual whisper sent shivers up
Ashta’s spine.

“Later. We need to hurry. The ship is landing
in Eridooneen in less than forty minutes. I need to get my
stuff.”

She helped her friend stand up and clicked
her watch to find the closest lift.

Their mind-link remained strong, nauseating,
Theo’s restless emotions impossible to block.

Theo grabbed her arm, peering at her. “You
read minds, don’t you?”

“By Whitecur, no! I’m sensitive, that’s all.
He didn’t harm you, did he?”

“I’m fine.” Theo rubbed her wrists to restore
blood circulation. “So it’s true your people read minds?”

“In Eridan we’re all telepaths.” She hurried
down the corridor. “But no, I don’t mindread. It’s illegal.
Immoral. Your anguish got me here.”

They climbed the stairs two by two. “Is it
necessary to be telepathic?”

Ashta pulled Theo by the arm as they reached
the landing. “We use telepathy the way others talk. It’s practical.
Eridan is a water planet.”

“You mean to say people live underwater?”

“It depends whether you live near an island
or in the deep. Hurry!”


 


 CHAPTER 4

The Hunt

30 January 3075, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Eridan (207th Cycle, Oyster Season,
Fiskiorp’s Orange Year)—Southern Abyss

They rose to the
surface at a sea cucumber’s pace.

Around, above and below Nand, hunters gently
kicked their fins to avoid creating bubbles. They trapped her like
a shrimp in a shoal of krill and pulled her upwards with them. She
was enthralled by the way the phosphorescent spirals on their
bodysuits undulated with each stroke. Never had she shared with so
many others the slow ascent from Abuion’s ink-black obscurity to
daylight.

You’ll love it!

Warm yellow sprayed Davin’s affectionate
thought. Her brother swam beside her, and his excitement brushed
away some of the unease she felt after another hunt-related
argument with her mother.

She had just secured her new ippini-insulated
swimwear and clipped on her feet-fins when her mother had asked
about her akadongo. As if she would forget! Nand had performed the
exercise twice. Her speed at lowering her heartbeat and expelling
her energy would propel her far from any predator’s reach.

Her mother wasn’t interested in akadongo,
though. She didn’t want Nand to go, and tried once again to stop
her. Her mother gripped her hands; she pleaded through sorrowful
eyes; she beseeched with her soft, loving voice, asking Nand to
trust her: hunting kidadakh wasn’t for her.

Nand emerged onto the gray surface of the
ocean, frothy with wavelets, and breathed deeply. She wiped her
eyes, blinking to focus. Straight ahead, the sun’s orange cap
peaked above the horizon, coloring the water. A sharp breeze
blew.

Davin helped her into their canoe and took
the paddle. They were among the last to reach the top. Most hunters
sat or stood in their rowboats several hundred arcs away.

Her heart quickened when the low-pitched
conch trumpet broke the silence. Its single note signaled the
presence of incoming kidadakh.

Three vaporous clouds appeared far on her
right.

“Over there!” She pointed towards the west
and their boat tipped to the side. “They’re over there!”

“Careful! We’ll capsize!”

Davin battled to steady their canoe. She
dropped to her knees, watching for the telltale kidadakh tails.

“Aslone says there’s only five of them.”

“Laments the sad hunter who wants to show his
prowess to his father. Stop thinking with Aslone or you’ll both get
into trouble.” She winked. “I bet one kidadakh carries your
name.”

To their right, arching its massive back,
another kidadakh dove, and the ocean turned white.

Davin set his paddle inside the boat. “I’ll
check if we can join the hunting circle.” Her brother secured his
feet-fins.

“Dadoo said you had to stay with me.”

“I’ll swim to Aslone’s boat and come right
back.”

“You promise?”

He pressed her fingers. “I promise.” He
grabbed his harpoon. “Don’t go any closer.”

She nodded.

“I’m counting on you, little sister.” He wore
his grim face. “I don’t want any trouble. Aslone and I go on our
last coral reef trip after-tomorrow before I move to Kerven.”

“I’ll stay here.”

“Thanks.” He grinned and squeezed her
arm.

Nand followed his energetic freestyle until
he reached the deeper part of clearwater. Shading her eyes, she
searched for the five kidadakh. They were heading towards the
rowboats, organized in a half circle, where harpooners waited.

The kidadakh swam in fluid harmony. They
arched their glistening black backs above the surface, threw their
broad flukes high into the air and dove. Each time they crashed,
foam spattered the surface. The dancers of this extraordinary
aquatic ballet moved fast, so she paddled to stay close.

Several arcs below, weighed down to the basin
ground, her father—this season’s whauld—accompanied by other
drummers, the whaldans, beat the rhythm that had lulled her ever
since she was born. It started low, a tiny vibration; then, as soon
as the sea creatures entered the hunting circle, the rhythm
quickened. A whaldan landmarked this imaginary line every hundred
arcs, and it closed six hundred arcs behind the rowboats—the length
of the longest harpoon lines.

At the center of the hunting circle, her
father remained mentally connected with the yeold and the whaldans.
Above the surface, the yeold directed the harpooners in the boats
as well as those who swam underwater. The whaldans tightened up the
stranglehold once their prey entered the circle. The concert of
aquatic drums—cymbals, vibraphones, triangles—confused the
kidadakh, which relied on their acute sense of hearing to orient
themselves. The thundering noise terrified them and, once the
circle closed, the sea mammals could only swim towards the
hunters.

The lead kidadakh’s body was barrel-shaped. A
large white stripe belted its blowholes. It swam straight towards
the rowboats. Nand stood up on the unstable canoe.

As the kidadakh rose to the surface, a
harpooner in the closest rowboat on her left—she recognized her
friend Frilla’s father—aimed and pitched. The harpoon touched a
vulnerable point at the juncture between head and body. The
kidadakh shuddered; its tail splashed the ocean. Bellowing, it
sounded to escape. The rowboat flew off the water and crashed in a
fracas of screams and foam. Pulled away by the harpoon line, it
followed in the sea mammal’s wake.

Nand paddled until raw blisters forced her to
stop.

The fleeing kidadakh’s sad, hollow song,
which reminded Nand of Terri’s trumpet, engulfed the gannet
screeches. Around her, the white net of foam veiling the waves
turned pink.

Still no brother.

Rowboats bobbed up and down. Nand picked up
her small spear. Didn’t her father always tell Davin to seize
opportunities?

Her brother hadn’t hesitated the day he had
rescued their cousin during a fishing trip. A dozen electrical eels
hidden in a reef near a flat-topped sea mount had shot out when
rocks had collapsed on Terri. Davin had swum right at them and
chased them away with his spear. He had saved Terri, already
seriously wounded in his head and legs, from death by
electrocution.

She had guts, even if she wasn’t as brave as
Davin or her father. Her mother often cautioned her about her
recklessness and its repercussions. Right now, the consequences if
she left the canoe loomed as dark as a squid’s ink.

Enormous bubbles rose to the surface. Shouts
erupted.

A kidadakh whose belly carried unequal
brown-and-white grooves emerged to breathe. Bizarre white tubercles
covered the upper part of its mouth and its back was abyss-blue.
Three spears spiked its flanks and another stuck out of its dorsal
fin. The animal dove, unable to raise its whole tail, yet still
pulling two rowboats behind it. Its spout had turned red.

While it sounded, underwater harpooners
attacked the sea mammal. It could not escape now: the spears thrown
below the surface were fixed to huge rocks.

Two other kidadakh, a big one and a small
one, rose together a hundred and fifty arcs from Nand. She gripped
both sides of the canoe as the swell rose. A kidadakh calf! She
remembered her father’s words as a harpooner aimed his weapon
towards its shiny white back.

“No,” Nand whispered, her eyes blurring.
“No.”

Her father had explained that it was easier
to catch a pod of kidadakh than a loner. Despite their fear, they
stayed next to the wounded one and helped it rise to the surface to
breathe. Mothers never left a wounded calf.

The hunting stories told by her father and
brother didn’t mention the sight and smell of blood. They didn’t
describe rookeries of seagulls and gannets, their heads reddened by
repeated dunking in the crimson ocean.

Mother and calf dove as three harpoons were
pitched, missing them. The yeold bellowed. In the rowboat, the
community leader shook his fist, while two men and two women braced
themselves.

The aquatic choreography had slipped into
tragedy.

Nand left her spear in the canoe and slid
over the side into the disgusting ocean.

Her father had said that Eridanis’ capacity
to hold their breath for up to three hours gave them a serious edge
over kidadakh.

It repelled her.

Generally, sunrays illuminated the few arcs
below the ocean’s surface. As she swam, Nand blinked to focus
through froth, seaweed and bubbles. The familiar clearwater plops,
clicks and snaps had vanished.

A sharp pain pierced her between the shoulder
blades. She swerved swiftly: no predator. Fear, worry, agony,
despair rained down in her mind. Hazy images appeared and
disappeared before her eyes.

Had a poisonous jellyfish touched her? Was
she hallucinating?

Blinded by thousands of noisy bubbles popping
around her, Nand clasped her knees tight against her chest and let
herself roll down towards the bottom. She closed her eyes to rid
herself of the emotional images.

They stuck. They repeated themselves; they
clustered into thoughts.

Twirling brought on nausea. She spread her
arms to stop her momentum despite the fiery ache spreading through
her limbs. Her heart drummed in her ears. She had reached the limit
between clearwater and bluewater too fast. She couldn’t drop
further without first pacing her heartbeat.

She swam through limpid water, crossed a
school of orange-dotted fish and seized a protruding rock. She
followed the advice her mother had given her after her first
vision. Instead of fighting what she did not understand, she
welcomed the unfamiliar images, thoughts and emotions, all bathed
in blues and greens.

She closed her eyes and concentrated.
Scattered fragments aggregated. When she brushed them with her
mind, she experienced urgency, need, necessity. She felt as if she
had overturned hundreds of rocks at once, crawled through
deep-water reefs and bruised herself on rough ground until she
breached abruptly into fluid awareness.

She understood everything Kaigalakval, the
lead kidadakh, was communicating to the members of their pod.

Kaipekak, Krilli, leave! Take Kunnolik and
Kahkval with you! Kaigalakval thundered in her head. Leave
me.

Another harpoon penetrated the thick grease
which protected him from the cold of the deep; it entered all the
way to his muscles and touched one of his hearts, while spears
surging from beneath the surface punctured his belly.

A second and a third spear flew out
simultaneously. This time Krilli, Kahkval’s aunt, was the target.
Despite a harpoon’s mobile point fixed inside her flesh, the female
swam with vigor, determined to pull their enemies away from the
youngest.

Trembling like an anemone as she hung onto
the rock, unable to escape the kidadakh’s diffuse and multifaceted
despair, Nand searched for familiar landmarks. Two sharpened arrows
entered Kahkval’s soft flukes and she writhed. Bubbles escaped her
mouth; her heartbeat increased. Kunnolik, the calf’s mother,
reassured him. She stroked him with her flippers; she pushed him
upwards to breathe. Nand suffered Kunnolik’s distress when sharp
spikes hailed on her back.
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This hunt wasn’t the first time Nand had
witnessed danger and violence in the ocean. Inhabitants of the deep
fought many predators—quick and massive zuglans and their double
rank of teeth; great reptiles with their palmed posterior feet that
could slap a man dead; giant squids that strangled fishermen with
their tentacles; black-and-white dwetwals ready to attack any prey
coming their way—and she knew them all.

However, she had always heard stories while
safe at home. With Kaigalakval, Krilli, Kunnolik and Kahkval she
joined the hunted, mind and body in tune with each kidadakh.

Clearwater turned scarlet. Anguished moans
replaced familiar plops. Water bubbles imprisoned her.

Nand needed to flee.

But she was caught in Kaigalakval’s funeral
song, a haunting mix of modulated sounds telling of his life as a
giant from the brine: ink-blue waters, a burst of light with each
breath he took, caresses shared with Kunnolik, his most faithful
companion, rolling in the waves with Kaipekak, singing with
Kahkval; a leap above water to meet wind and rain before crashing
among lush waves and becoming light and agile again; sounding the
deep, eating shrimp and crunchy herrings; swimming through slopes
heaped with seaweed and bright fish that vanished into darkness;
hearing volcanoes grumbling. He’d been a loner as a young bull
before meeting and mating with Krilli and Kunnolik, who loved him,
left him, found him again, mutual aunties for their calves; many
calves who became mature kidadakh; all except Kahkval, born too
late in the season, too late to learn about white packs, when ice
fields changed into islets they could cross; Kahkval who choked and
Kunnolik who refused to accept the truth.

Not Kahkval.

Unable to free her thoughts from those
relayed by Kaigalakval, Nand sent her mother a mental cry for help
as she crawled upwards. She broke the surface and coughed.

Waves rippled larger than before. A strident
sky of overlapping seagull wings above and, straight ahead, huge
black hills: Kaigalakval and Kunnolik. Harpoons spiked their
voluminous bodies.

She gagged. The stench of agony. Davin and
Aslone had mentioned it, laughing as they pinched their noses. Her
mother called it the hunters’ punishment—a stink that rose from
kidadakh’s skin when they died in the air.

Not far to her left, a double red cloud
spouted above the surface: Krilli was trying to escape.

Where was Kahkval?

Could she save the calf? Could she stop the
hunters from finishing him off?

He was so young …

Davin would help. She must find him. She must
tell him that kidadakh were not only creatures to be chased: they
had minds of their own, feelings.

So many feelings.

But contacting a hunter telepathically during
a chase was forbidden. Davin had done it at her age, during his
first hunt, and their father had whipped him.

She couldn’t trespass again. Not after
leaving the canoe.

A large wave slapped her face. The wind blew
harder. Its cold grazed her wet cheeks.

Determined to stop the killing, surrounded by
choppy, scary whitecaps, she swam towards the nearest rowboat full
of cheering hunters.


 


 CHAPTER 5

The Hlyk

30 January 3075, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Eridan (207th Cycle, Oyster Season,
Fiskiorp’s Orange Year)—Southern Abyss

“Nand, over
here!”

Nand swirled at her mother’s strained
voice.

The swell splashed over her as she crawled
towards her mother, whose curly red hair floated around her face.
She wore the purple bodysuit she’d brought back from her last trip
to Kerven.

Nand grabbed her mother, seeking comfort in
her unsteady embrace, not minding the noise, the cold, the foul
air.

“Something terrible is happening. The
kidadakh … I can hear them in my head! I can understand them! I can
feel them, and—”

“It will be all right.” Her mother wrapped a
strong arm around Nand’s upper body. “Don’t be afraid. Kidadakh are
wonderful. They won’t hurt you.”

“I know. But they’re suffering; they’re
sinking! We must help them. The calf is still alive. We’ve got to
save him.” Nand waved towards the nearest rowboat.

“It’s too late. And we can’t stay here.
There’s too much blood. Packs of zuglans will come. Follow me. We
need to get away now!”

Nand struggled with her mother, who pulled
her through the flinty waves.

“You don’t understand! The calf needs help to
breathe. His mother is dead. I can’t hear the great bull anymore.
And there’s the other female who’s trying to get away. They all
need us!”

“We can’t do anything.” Her mother’s voice
broke.

“Mamin—”

“Swim!”

Nand glanced behind her: slivers of
black-and-white fins by the dozen charged through the crested waves
towards the rowboats.

Terror knotted her stomach. Dwetwals were the
most aggressive sea mammals. They attacked whoever crossed their
path.

“Under!”

Gripping Nand’s hand, her mother dived
towards bluewater. Bubbles and noise surrounded them. They turned
on their hand-lights. Nand gritted her teeth against the cramp that
arched her left foot.

We’re not far from Lahn-do-Hrwi. We’ll hide
in the rocks there.

Kahkval choked next to his dead mother.

Nand! Her mother’s blue mind
darkened.

He can’t breathe. I must … I can’t …

Yes, you can. It’s too late. He’s seriously
hurt, and without his mother, he won’t survive.

How do you know? Do you hear the kidadakh
too?

It’s a precious gift to understand
kidadakh.

You hear them too?

Swim!

Tell me!

Her mother crawled fast and Nand followed,
hampered by her cramped foot.

Tell me, she repeated after they had
covered about two hundred arcs through clearwater. Her mother
slowed her pace so that they could exchange thoughts and see each
other’s faces.

I’m like you. I hear a female kidadakh but
only when we’re close.

Who else can?

Women on my family’s side share this gift.
For each of us it’s different. We rarely understand more than one
kidadakh at a time, though. I’m amazed that you can assimilate
image-thoughts from different kidadakh without any training.

Her mother smiled with warmth and pride, her
mental blue sparkling.

Your great-great-great grandmother Emili was
like you. She understood many kidadakh.

Intimidated respect entwined with her
mother’s words.

Why didn’t you tell me?

I wasn’t sure you possessed the gift. We
need to go faster.

Nand’s arms were weighed down like rocks. She
fought with her conscience about abandoning Kahkval.

You should have told me.

I will tell you everything once we’re
home.

How could her mother find her way in this
sand and plankton blend?

What does your kidadakh look like?

Her mother projected the image of a black
kidadakh leaping high into the air, showing a belly with
brown-and-white grooves.

Nand grabbed her mother’s arm. She
transmitted the image of the fleeing kidadakh with blood that
trailed from her torn flanks and dorsal fin.

Krilli!

Nand’s mother called her kidadakh through a
porous mental canal. It was distinct from the broad channel that
opened in Nand’s mind when she heard Kaigalakval’s song. The
image-thought exchange between her mother and Krilli flitted too
fast for her to grasp.

The kidadakh could hardly bring her body up
to the surface.

Nand embraced her limp mother under the
armpits and tucked her head against her shoulder. She swam forward
with one arm.

Her mother jerked and her head lolled
backwards.

Mamin?

Her eyes rolled.

Mamin! Nand shook her mother. You
must help me here! Stay with me!

Krilli?

In self-protection, Nand blocked Krilli’s
image-thoughts which cascaded from her mother’s permeable mind into
her own. A quick glance showed her that they now were floating in
clearwater’s lows, above a kelp forest. She positioned her mother
horizontally and shivered as they swayed with the icy current that
flowed through the kelp forest.

The current swirled strongly, pulling them
down.

She hoped her mother would forgive her for
breaching her privacy’s sanctity, and, counting on her not to tell
the community, especially not her father and the yeold, she broke
the Law and peeped inside her mind.

Krilli, dear! You can escape. Like last
time. Remember. I took the harpoon out. We healed you and you were
safe again. Krilli, don’t leave me. I need you …

Her mother modulated a melody in tune with
the sad sounds produced by Krilli within Nand’s own mind.

Breathe! We’re not far; we’re on our
way.

Nand’s mother lay in her arms.

It’s Nand who heard Kaigalakval. Yes …
Grumpy Kaigalakval was right. She has the gift. Don’t worry about
Kaipekak. She’ll find him; she’ll warn him.

Kaipekak!

The name exploded in her brain. He was the
last kidadakh of the pod. She no longer heard Kaigalakval, Kunnolik
and Kahkval. She copied the canal her mother used to communicate
with Krilli and projected her mind in search of Krilli’s son.

No answer. Even at a distance, the sonic
cymbals and drums drowned all other sound.

My son? Davin pitched that harpoon?

Krilli transmitted the faint image of her
brother waving his arms in the air as he stood at the bow of the
apprentices’ rowboat.

Davin, her beloved Davin, struck Krilli
through her second heart, and the brave sea mammal with the
black-rimmed white flukes, who tried ceaselessly to pull free from
the spear lines, sank.

Nand cradled her mother.

Let’s go home. It’s cold here. Do you want
me to call aunt Ameli?

No. The picture of Mamerwen, Nand’s
grandmother, went through her mother’s mind, followed by a stern
order: Don’t tell anybody.

Nand’s mother stood up in the water and
kicked her feet. The pallor of her face heightened the dark green
sorrow in her eyes. She clasped her daughter’s hands between
hers.

Nand, she thought in urgent blue hue.
Nobody must find out what happened today. Nothing about Krilli
and me. You can’t tell Davin or Terri. When we get back home, we’ll
say you swam and got lost. You called for help and I came to get
you. The rest is our secret. To protect the kidadakh.

Nand nodded.

I need your promise.

A large silvery movement swished above their
heads.

Zuglan!

Stay still.

Fighting the urge to swim away, Nand took the
stone position, head against her knees, arms wrapped around her
legs.

Something hit her—it had to be the zuglan’s
snout—and she spun. The white predator turned around and swam back
towards her, calm and sure.

Her mother sprang from the side and slashed
its nose with her fishing knife, going for its left eye and gills.
Anybody who lived in the abyss knew that to strike a white zuglan’s
sensitive parts could save one’s life. Nand wanted to cheer when
the zuglan retreated, its tail flipping back and forth.

Hide in the kelp.

I’ll wait for you.

Go, Nand. Now, before the zuglan
returns.

She shook so hard she couldn’t move.

Nand!

Mamin?

Jarred by her mother’s harsh blue cry, Nand
searched for her. She thought-called her as she swiveled around in
the murky waters. Where was her mother?

The zuglan headed back. Or was it another
one?

A black shape collided with the zuglan. Could
it be a dwetwal? Davin and Aslone had once witnessed a battle
between those two sea giants.

Mamin, where are you?

Don’t be afraid … Kaipekak is here to …
get you. Her mother’s voice-thought waned.

Clearwater wasn’t clear; the kelp forest
shaded the bottom. Could her mother have fallen there?

He … he is your hlyk, and … and you are his.
Like Krilli … and … me … Grab his flipper and get away. And … warn
the Master Face Changer. At home … in my …

Her mother’s blue thought stopped. Nand tried
to restore their link.

The zuglan swam towards her, fast, straight,
its jaw wide open. The kidadakh cut across the white predator’s
path, hitting it. She got an image-thought, a blurry snapshot of
her mother holding one of Krilli’s flippers. The kidadakh nudged
her. He waved his white flippers on his way up to breach. She
caught one with both hands. Her fingers gripped the uneven
tubercles on the edge and she rose to the surface with
Kaipekak.


 


 CHAPTER 6

Dinner

1 April 3075, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Eridan (207th Cycle, Cuttlefish Season,
Fiskiorp’s Orange Year)—Oniraveen

Hands curled inside
the sleeves of his ippini vest, Davin stood at the end of
Oniraveen’s new pier. The sun leaked into the ocean through a
bundle of clouds. Hunched against the wet dusk, he stepped to the
edge. Beneath the sea, bubflats lit up one after the other, an
orange mass aglow stretching far out beyond the underwater
greenhouses.

The prickle inside his nose announced another
rush of sorrow. He shot a quick glance around before he dried his
eyes with the back of his hand.

His grief clung, despite his recent move to
Oniraveen; it choked him each nightfall with the same memory of his
mother: sitting together to watch the sun set in the lagoon when he
was five or six, sharing giggles and a ripe wapui.

Was it Oniraveen’s brightness that rekindled
this memory each evening? Or was it because his move to the
open-air city was his dream as much as hers?

Unlike his father, who was relieved that he
had gone, she would have stayed in constant thought-touch. She
would have helped him find a flat, organize his life; she would
have teased him about girls. She would have questioned him about
his work and the people he met, laughing with him at his blunders,
brushing away his anxiety.

Instead, he was living on his own. Forced to
cope—alone—with waves smashing upon shores, their relentless noise
keeping him awake at night, and a hurtful glare during the day.

“Davin!”

He skidded on the pavement and fell in his
haste to face the only person he’d befriended so far. Clumsy was
his nickname since he’d left Abuion.

“Sorry … I thought you heard me and my
stick.”

The fifty-year-old Savalwoman chuckled as she
shook her striped cane in the air. Back on his feet, he gave her
the elder salute.

“Hi, Carmen.”

She tapped her cane. “I may look frail to
you, particularly with this stick, but I don’t warrant an elder’s
salute yet.” She embraced him. “We’re friends, aren’t we?”

She reminded him of Mamerwen, his mother’s
mother, with her upbeat manner, the way her eyes sparkled with
humor.

“The sun is down, so why don’t you join me
for dinner? I want to thank you for helping me the other day.”

“It was nothing.” He had carried a crate of
vegetables to the Savalwomen’s Fortress.

“Have you been to the Fiskiorp Inn yet?”

He shook his head.

“Let’s go, then. It’s a nice restaurant, and
they serve exquisite seaweed and shellfish delicacies.”

She tucked her arm under his as they walked
down the pier. “It’s chilly tonight.” She had a cane but she moved
fast. “So, what have you been up to?”

“I visited the gardens in Kerven and some
underwater greenhouses. The variety of plants around here is
fabulous. Next tenen, we’re going to inspect farms in the Shallow
Seas.”

“You’ll love it. The ocean twinkles over
there. It’s yellow-green and turquoise, and warm.” She grinned. “It
never gets deep. When I was little I walked for arcs and arcs, with
water above my waist. I liked the silence.”

“Compared to Abuion, Oniraveen is shrill
…”

“You’ll get used to it. How are the
boxes?”

The day they met, he had talked about his
research in seawater fruit-growing, how it had got him a job with
the Kerven Horticultural Society.

“Tides complicate things. Above the abyss,
there’s only ocean. Boxes float. Here, they are stranded on the
sand at low tide, and it’s not good for the plants. So we’re trying
another spot beyond Crab Island, near the lobster farms.”

“Here we are.”

Like most houses in Oniraveen, the Fiskiorp
Inn was built half underwater and half above. The back of the
building rested against the cliff. Davin followed Carmen inside.
Warmth and a spicy smell greeted them. The owner—a brisk
thirty-something man with fiskiorp tattoos on his arms—took their
coats. An overturned rowboat hung close to the ceiling; fiskiorp
sculptures stood on every table.

“I hope you don’t mind. I chose my favorite
table by the window.”

Davin opened the menu.

“Choose whatever you want. It’s my treat.”
Carmen fluffed her tangled gray curls.

People stopped by their table throughout the
meal, showing a mixture of reverence and shyness that never
dissolved despite Carmen’s laidback manner.

“I hadn’t realized I’d helped such a famous
person,” he said when the last couple had left after thanking her
for taking such good care of their daughter. She had told him the
day they met that she was a Savalwoman—no longer on active duty—and
that she administered the Savalwomen Training Centre.

“It’s my work. Around here, almost every
family has a girl who hopes to become a Savalwoman. They want to
know if I can help.”

“And you do.”

“It’s not up to me. Training to become a
Savalwoman is tough.” She sipped some akol and smacked her lips.
“But it’s worth it all the way.”

“Do you need to be from Kerven to become a
Savalwoman?”

“No, of course not. Any Eridani girl can
apply. Kerven girls know us because we live here. The Savalwomen
leader travels to different parts of Eridan every year to
recruit.”

“She never came to the Southern Abyss.”

“Really? I’ll ask her why.”

“Probably because the yeold doesn’t like
girls and told her not to bother.” He raised a hand. “Sorry! I
didn’t mean to offend you.”

“You haven’t. Sheer’s not the kind of woman
to be worried by that old fart.” She winked. “I didn’t mean to
offend you.”

“He is an old fart.”

“Rogerod is known for his traditional ways.
Do you think girls from your community could be interested?”

“Three times yes! My sister Nand would be a
good candidate.”

“How old is she?”

“Sixteen.”

Carmen sat back in her chair and considered
him with keen eyes. “What’s her problem?”

He hesitated. In the abyss, nobody aired
family matters.

“Your secrets are safe with me.”

“She hates me. She won’t talk to me. She’s
been silent for the last eight tenens.”

“Why is she acting like that?”

He poured bukni into Carmen’s cup and stirred
dune honey into his own.

His mother had asked him a season before she
died to keep Nand safe and he had failed. She had just returned
from one of her journeys to Kerven and she had confided in him
about his sister’s visions, how difficult Nand’s life would be
because of them.

“It happened during the last kidadakh
hunt.”

“You’re a kidadakh hunter?”

“Was. That day, I killed a kidadakh. My
first. And last. I was so proud. I wanted my sister to cheer for
me.”

“You mean she watched?”

“It was her first time. She promised to stay
in our canoe during the hunt. But it was empty when I went to look
for her.”

“Didn’t you contact her mentally?”

“I tried. Nothing. Don’t ask me how that’s
possible. Nobody can explain. I searched for her with my cousins.
The ocean was messy. Seabirds were diving everywhere. Wind and
waves. Rowboats. And … dwetwals.”

Carmen’s eyes opened wide.

“Yup. A kidadakh chase is full of surprises.
Dwetwals sometimes join the fray. A solitary bull itching to stir
trouble. But not a pack of fifteen. They rammed through the
rowboats. Two kidadakh sank straight to the bottom.”

“And your sister?”

“We swam in bluewater for safety. We couldn’t
find her. Then my aunt Ameli contacted Terri. My mother sent her a
short thought about finding Nand. But afterwards Ameli couldn’t
reach them. That’s when a zuglan with a torn eye zigzagged above
us. Terri and I grabbed Aslone to keep him still until the zuglan
left.”

“He’s afraid of them?”

Davin nodded. “Aslone nearly lost an arm in a
zuglan attack when he was ten. My father told us to go back to
Abuion. I didn’t. I looked for them even after dark.”

Carmen held his right hand between her warm
fingers.

“We never recovered my mother’s body.” His
voice shook. He regretted encouraging his sister to attend the hunt
and doing it behind his mother’s back. “My father thinks she fought
the zuglan and sunk. Terri found her hunting knife not far from
where we saw that beast.”

“And your sister?”

“It’s a mystery. Fishermen discovered her on
a garden-island over five thousand arcs from Abuion. They believe
she was taken there by fiskiorps.”

“Fiskiorps can do that. Ask Tomi, the
bartender. He’ll have plenty of rescue stories to tell you, a lot
involving children. Several pods live around Oniraveen and they
work with fishermen to catch fish. Was your sister hurt?”

“Cold and famished. She pushed me away when I
hugged her. She ignores me. She won’t speak at all.”

“What if she can’t?”

Carmen shook the bukni-pot towards the
bartender for a refill.

“What do you mean?”

“She may have developed aphasia.”

“Doesn’t that happen to old people?”

“Most of the time. But if your sister was
with your mother when she sunk, the trauma may have been too much
for her to handle. After all, she’s only sixteen. Not very
old.”

Wind slapped packs of rain against the
window.

“Is there a cure for aphasia?” he asked.

Why hadn’t he considered the possibility that
if Nand didn’t speak it was because she couldn’t? It explained so
much.

“In your sister’s case, I’d predict
spontaneous recovery. Time and patience. Is she depressed? Where
does she live?”

“My father moved to a coral island where old
people from the abyss like to stay. Nand leaves the island for two
or three days once in a while. Nobody knows where she goes. She
always returns and seems fine.”

“Does she understand you when you talk to
her?”

“Oh yes! She reads my notes and tears them
apart.”

Carmen chuckled. “Your sister’s angry. One
day she’ll speak again and you’ll sort things out together. For
now, I’ll talk to Sheer about the Southern Abyss. She’s leaving in
five tenens.”

“You would do that?”

“Of course. It might be easier to arrange a
meeting in the coral island instead of Abuion.”

“I’ll talk to the yeold.”

“The old fart?”

He liked her humor.

“You do that. And, Davin …” She squeezed his
hand. “Don’t be too hard on yourself.”


 


 CHAPTER 7

The Kwirimok

3 April 3075, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Eridan (207th Cycle, Cuttlefish Season,
Fiskiorp’s Orange Year)—Niumi

Washone annotated
the five-page document he had written to support Eridan’s petition
to belong to the Federacy. He read it again, aloud this time,
listening to what his intuition murmured to him. Would Eridanis
understand? If only Ian was alive, he could have asked his opinion
as an outsider.

He was venturing into uncharted waters alone.
He had told nobody, especially not the Council members, that he had
applied for Eridan’s federal membership two years before, a slow
process that had only accelerated a tenen ago. Thanks to the
support of Farren Megan, who worked in SpaceSS’s Diplomatic
Department, Eridan had been recently granted a planet-candidate
status, which opened the door to negotiation.

And lots of paperwork. He yawned. Mocean, his
teaching, and trying to fit their water planet into federal
requirements kept him busy.

It was a necessary task to pull Eridan out of
its autarchic chrysalis. He wanted his beloved home to spread its
wings within the universe and move away from its static, numbing
present. Fiskiorps flipped their tails on the other side of his
studio’s bay window. Was it a good idea to open their blue jewel to
outer-space visitors?

If they turned out to be as interesting as
Ian’s daughter, Theo, definitely. He planned to inform Eridanis
soon about the project: some basic elements required the
population’s participation to implement trade and business
infrastructure and facilities.

He was watching carefully how small planets
like Eridan that had recently joined the Federacy were evolving.
Most populations shared an increase in wealth, which wasn’t an
Eridani value. Their bond with Mocean set them apart. If Eridan
belonged to the Federacy, could it thrive?

Yet the more he read the chilling accounts of
the debates about corporations allying with one another to loot
defenseless territories, debates that shook the Federal Assembly in
Nuong, the more he convinced himself that Eridan’s existence may
already be at stake. The day these corporations found out about
Eridan, their planet would be lost if they didn’t have federal
support. Their population was small, a mere two hundred thousand
inhabitants. Minuscule compared to their closest neighbors—even
Meranka, with its newly settled pioneers bent on exploiting its
lush forests.

He crossed out a number of lines in the
application document: no army, no industry, their only ships
floated on the sea. But Eridooneen’s aquaport had turned lucrative:
cowries, which Eridanis used as currency, together with oyster
pearls and black coral, were much in demand. The aquaport was
expanding, with thriving export infrastructures in rare shells,
fish delicacies and solar sailing, and surfing resorts were being
built in the Shallow Seas. He counted on Eridani entrepreneurs to
support his petition. They had already found solutions for
obtaining fedgads, the federal trade currency, thus enabling them
to import goods from abroad.

A buzz sounded on his old computer.

Dear Washone, wrote Agent Megan, I
expected to receive your application a week ago. Is there a
problem?

We don’t fit into your application
protocol, he typed back. I’ll send you a petition that
motivates our request. We are small, and our way of life is very
different from others. We have no army, no air travel. Most
Eridanis live underwater.

No two planets are alike. In my work, I
meet all kinds of sentient beings; humans, biologically enhanced
humans, cyborgs, aliens. That you hold your breath underwater for
hours doesn’t make you stand out more than those with two hearts or
no biological form. Becoming a Federacy member does not mean that
you will have to deal with millions of visitors invading your
planet. At least five among the larger planets have oceans and
preserved landscapes that attract tourists. Since Eridan is off the
main traveling routes, you’re more likely to get adventurous
travelers, loners, who like unusual places.

Like Theo.

You’ve convinced me.

Good. Send me the draft you wrote. I’m
leaving for an assignment tomorrow. Prepare Files 4 and 5 for my
return in 15 standard days.
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