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I, Volcano

Volcano Chronicles, Book One

Eule Grey


 

I,

Volcano

A-Lone.

Split me open

Pour my fire

Embers burning

Shall not die.

 

Wait for me.

I,

Volcano

A-Lone

Will reach your island

And seal a bridge.

Wait for me.


Prologue

We pivot on a T-junction.

I’m the left arm of the T, tugging towards the sea, and home. Corail is the right arm, leaning towards Esk. There are no certainties. Whichever way we take could mean death. She breaks free, pushes my shoulders, and roars a guttural, inhuman noise.

“Enough! Jalob, you have to leave. Go!”

Her raw anger blasts me backwards, straight into a pile of fishing nets. In the panic to stay upright, I land badly. The pain is bad, but not from my ankle.

As if a decision has been made, she starts walking in the direction of the city. I can’t take it.

“Where are you going? You haven’t given me a chance to explain. Come back!”

Her head jerks to the side, but my call doesn’t stop her. Without faltering, she keeps walking, and the distance between us increases.

But she’s too weak for speed. I catch up easily and pull at her arm. Stress and adrenaline affect my mastery of the accent. My inadequate words are stilted and awkward. I don’t convey strength, certainty, or the depth of my emotion.

“We can escape. It’s still possible. My father says—”

She looks up. Moonlight illuminates the face that’s always on my mind. “Nothing matters anymore.” Her voice catches on too much anguish to be contained. “You have to go home, and I’ve got to join the army. Everything else is irrelevant.”

“No.” I tried to pretend it would not come to this. When she played the violin and music lifted us far from guns and soldiers, sometimes I forgot. It was me who ignored the temptations of despair and hatred, finding endless ways to cheer her up. Perhaps I was wrong. An ocean full of sea creatures can’t make us forget the things we’ve seen. “No,” I repeat, unsteadily. “That’s not true.”

“Our paths lead in opposite directions,” she states, her voice hollow. “It’s the only truth that matters.”

She watches my battle to accept her destroying words and then takes my hands. “Go, Jalob. Please? Don’t make this any harder than it already is. Let’s just do it. Quickly! I’ll walk this way, and you, that.”

“I can’t do that!” I wail. “Please, don’t leave me.”

“You ogre! Why are you making this difficult?”

She’s never sworn at me before, and I’ve never begged. She doesn’t sound like Corail, and I don’t sound like Jalob. We’re stifled people, squashed as flat as fruit on a concrete road.

By hunger.

Fear.

Death.

Impossible choices.

By the inevitability of today, of this moment that has slunk towards us, gathering pace. Whichever decisions we chose, we were always going to end up on this beach, caught like crabs in a fishing net.

“You’re killing me. Every minute you keep me here makes it worse,” she says. “There’s no time left.”

She’s right. All the nights her head found a bed on my body and we dozed the hours away have leaked into yesterday. I want back every second. What a fool I was, to waste time sleeping!

I’m a hare caught in the headlights of her apocalypse eyes. Her name is all I can manage, and it’s a cry wrenched from my vital organs. “Corail!”

“Go. Please.” She pushes again, this time more of a caress than a show of force. Her head hangs low.

Our impasse ends abruptly, with deafening crashes and apocalyptic bursts of light. Each splintering blast means more ancient buildings destroyed. One heap of rubble collapses onto the next. All the arches that led from one flowering pathway to the next have been crushed. There are no options and no pathways in this city anymore.

We should be used to bombing; nevertheless, we leap into each other’s arms. She dives into my body the same way a person welcomes bed on a cold night. I’m where she belongs.

“Jalob,” she whispers. “I’m so scared.”

Although it’s only seconds, the explosion gives me time enough to refocus. I hold her in strong arms that still might not be enough, and try again.

“Listen to me,” I say harshly. “Please? At least let me show you what I’m trying to say. You know I’m no good with words.”

“All right.”

She allows me to lead her back along the beach, to the fishing huts. Normally there would be guards and dogs everywhere, but tonight, only hush hovers on the breeze. The beach is deserted. All the soldiers have moved inland for the final war meeting. The air tastes of salt, water, and the painful promise of home.

“Come.”

“All right, all right. I can’t go any faster!”

“It’s okay,” I say, stupid, stupid, stupid. It hasn’t been okay for our people for a very long time. “I’ll look after you.”

She leans heavily against my side. I slide my arm around and almost carry her. The pain in my ankle throbs, but it’s become meaningless. The beat of my heart starts to gallop. Please let the boat be there, I beg silently. Please, please, please.

When we arrive at the beach hut, I unlock the padlock and open the door as quietly as possible. “First, we have to dress you. It’s cold at sea.”

She wriggles away. “The sea? No, Jalob, I can’t.”

“Just give me a few minutes. Don’t argue until you’ve seen. Don’t you owe me that much? Please?”

“Whatever you say, but the longer you mess about, the less chance I have of reaching the army alive.”

“It won’t take long.” Despite protesting, she stands passively while I wrap a woollen scarf around her neck and pull a hat over curls that, even now, tumble over my fingers. “Step in.” I guide her into waterproof trousers. “Now you look like a proper fisherwoman.”

“I do?” She smiles grudgingly.

“Oh, yes.”

She loves me to dress and undress her. It arouses us both. With a knowing nod, we acknowledge this fiery thread of history. The memory lends a moment extra that’s separated from the cruelties of the present. I want to make this minute last. My face against hers, like we are one.

“Jalob,” she says. “Oh, Jalob. We should say goodbye now, while we still can. All this—it’s just making it harder to bear.”

“No,” I say. “It’s not goodbye. It’s not.” I hold her hands tightly, as if such a small act might keep us together. As if all my craving and hope amidst the screaming of war can possibly be enough.

As if.

“Look. Behind the hut.” I start throwing aside old nets and planks of wood, a plastic bin and a broken chair. “It’s here. Somewhere.”

I can’t find it.

It’s not here.

Forgetting to be quiet, I dig deeper into the mound of rubble.

I can’t catch my breath. Silently, I beg: if there’s any good left in the world, the boat will be there. Finally, finally, my hands grip the solid structure, hidden deep under rubbish and old wood. “Thank gods,” I gasp.

“Jalob?” she asks. “Are you all right?”

“I—I think so.” I can’t stand upright from the force of all the wishing and pushing down sobs that force through. “See? Do you see it?” I garble. “It’s mine. It’s how we’re going to escape.” I fling off the tarp that has concealed the little boat for so long.

Corail looks and looks. Her body goes tight as she holds her breath and sees the possibilities. Of life. A home. Us. “It’s a boat,” she says slowly. “Yours?”

I laugh because I didn’t think we’d get even this far. “Not just any boat. This is Poisson, the fish of the sea. She’s our way out. Come on. Get the other side and pull. Let’s go!”

We trip over pebbles and shingle and then heave and pull. She falls and struggles back up. Slowly, we drag Poisson into the sea.

We’re almost there when Corail stops moving. “Jalob. Stop. Wait. I can’t let them. They’ll kill you. I can’t.” Tears stream her face. “Please go. Please. I don’t care about me, but I can’t let them take you.”

I knew she’d say this. Knew I’d be able to persuade her up to a point, and then no further. Her regard for me is fiercer than her desire to live.

“Listen,” I start. Stop. Despite rehearsing a million times, my mind empties. I’d practised what to say! Learned ratios and odds, shipping forecasts and percentage chances.

Now, when I need evidence, there’s nothing.

Except an image of Susan’s face as she threw away the keys, saying, if there’s no other way, to let my heritage take charge. “Let the Skarle do the talking,” she’d said. “She won’t argue with that.”

Corail moves back from the boat. “I know what you’re going to say, but the answer’s no. Your life’s not worth risking for this. I care about you too much to allow it! Sea guards will catch us. We wouldn’t stand a chance. No,” she says firmly. “I’m staying here and joining the army. Go, now.”

Poisson was my only chance, and I’ve messed it up. Waves cover my feet. My concentration wanders. I welcome the cold sea that seeps through to my skin. It flows through my veins, as much a part of me as blood, muscle, and bone. I was born on a different beach, far away; still, it’s the same ocean that lapped the first baby cries from my body. I stood here so often, in better times, with Dad and Macke, dreaming of becoming a medic. I wanted to save lives and make people healthy. I wanted the things that everyone wants.

Now I want only one thing.

Dark water hits my knees. It’s icy, almost freezing. Shock releases me from words and accent, and from all the barriers. Finally, I understand what Susan meant about letting my heritage do the talking. It’s not a show of strength that Corail needs. I know what to say.

With the power of the sea to my back, I stand up straight and shout Skarle words, from a broken island, a dead volcano, and from deep inside my core.

“I love you! If I go home alone—do you think I’d have a life? I love you. It would be no life.” Tears spill and fall. I should have said it before. I wish I’d told her every morning as she woke and touched my face.

I stumble around the boat to where she shivers alone. With my hand, I offer the shake a Skarle offers to an Ansar only once, the asking shake of lifelong togetherness. The forever love everyone dreams of. My thumb locks with hers. The pathways of our fingerprints join, and two destinies become one.

She’s shocked into silence. For once, my chattering Dolphin has nothing to say and no arguments.

Until she crumbles into sadness and resignation. “They’ll shoot us both,” she cries, and cries. Her thumb does not leave mine. “You have to let me go.”

“Only if they catch us.” I pull her inside my arms, into strength and hope, and all my tomorrows. “I won’t leave without you.” It’s the truth. I won’t leave her, and she can’t make me. “Do you hear me? We’re together. It’s we and us. Your life is my life.” For the first time ever, the words are right.

With all my strength, I hold my breath and wait.

A smile finally breaks the clammy silence and lights up her ashen face. “Love? You love me, Jalob? Is that what it is? I—I thought so. I mean—I’ve known for ages, but I couldn’t believe it because it would have broken me when you left.”

“I’m not going to leave you behind. Not ever.”

She covers her mouth with her hands, but it doesn’t hide the emotion that rips out. “You’re not? Do you mean it?”

“I mean it. I’ll never leave you.”

She grabs me, I grab her, and we are together. We kiss and seal the pact. The rigid T-junction morphs into a pulsing, warm figure of eight as we merge.

“Of course, I accept!” With a trembling hand, she affirms the shake of lifelong togetherness. There’s no music or ceremony, no family cheering or time to reflect. Only the sea bears witness to our promise.

A huge sob heaves and ripples through my body. Now, when I have to be stronger than ever before, I almost break.

“Let’s go.” I catch her under the knees and lift her into Poisson. “You’ll be safest at the back. I’m wrapping you up in blankets. Sleep, darling. It’s going to be a long ride, and it might be choppy. When you wake up, it’ll all be over. I’m taking us home.”

She closes her eyes, exhausted from the wound and all that’s happened today. I lug Poisson farther into the ocean and jump aboard when the water gets deep. I feel sick. When I talked with Macke about making this journey, how easy it had seemed. Now we’re here, I’m terrified. I’ve never attempted this journey without an experienced sailor. I’m not sure if I’m physically capable of single-handedly rowing so far, or if anyone could.

For courage, I snap open the Skarle badge Mamma gave me, and line the compass needle between the two volcanoes. “Guide us home.”

This is all there is.

The little boat bobs away from the beach. I row and find a rhythm, trying to suppress my panic. Weeks ago, I memorised the route. NW one hundred strokes, N two hundred. Repeat. Repeat. Pass beams and lights. Repeat. Repeat.

A mile out from the beach, I pound the waves. Up ahead, rows of red guard lights dominate the sea like angry gods. The danger zone approaches, where guards constantly look for escapees. They say there’s a gun to cover every inch of sea.

“Jalob? Are you sure about this? How are we going to bypass those big boats?”

“I’m sure. Keep your head down and stay silent. Trust me.”

“Maybe we should go back?” Panic and doubt are in her voice. For a minute, I stop rowing and allow her fear to trip my determination. “The sea looks rough out there. Jalob?”

Once again, it’s Susan, best of friends, who provides the answer. As clearly as if she were sitting behind me, I hear her telling me to fall back on my heritage.

“Everything is okay,” I say. “I’m ready for this. Don’t you know I’m a shepherd of even the biggest waves? Skarles don’t turn back, even when the route looks impossible.”

“Jalob,” Corail says. “I trust you. Together, whatever. Let’s do it.”

Her faith fills me with inspirational thoughts: I was born at the edge of the sea, with waves tickling my feet and Dolphins diving. The vast waters provided me and my people with food for thousands of years. They offered me passage when the volcano blew. They have never let me down.

“Head under the blanket. We’re approaching. I’m going to go fast. Ready?”

“Ready for whatever. If I’m with you, I can do anything.”

“Together.”

If only one of us survives, it’s going to be her.

One chance.

The beat of my heart turns into a chant:

Let us live.

Let us live.

Let us live.

Let her live.


Chapter One

Five months previously…

 

The news on TV isn’t good. Refugees march across Mainland with no place to go.

Dad sighs. “Why? What can anyone achieve by systematic annihilation? Why do some people want to own the world?”

“Supremacy?” I guess. The ways of angry people have always been a mystery to me. “I don’t understand either. Why is there so much hate?” I did world history in school and know the basics, but it doesn’t really help. There’s never been peace, despite Mainland being filled with people from all creeds. “There must be wrongs on both sides.”

Dad stirs his tea vigorously. Brown liquid sloshes over the rim. One of these days he’s going to break that mug. “I’m not so sure. It’s territorial, like always,” he says ruefully. “We should be safe.”

Mainland is more than thirty miles from where we live on the island of Farland. Our small-island laws and rules are thankfully removed from Mainland dictation and, by and large, they leave us alone. My people have a long history of looking the other way. Not very admirable, but it has its plus points.

“Yes, but what about them?” The news is full of footage of little kids and old people being carried in supermarket carts. “Will anyone help?” I lean into Dad’s solid frame, glad to be safe in our cottage. We don’t have much, but we sleep at night and have enough to eat.

I remember what it’s like to leave at midnight, knowing you’ll never see home again.

He pats my knee. “I don’t know. Macke says they’ve already started arriving in boats. Families mostly.”

“From where?” I try to think back to geography lessons and books. Although I’ve done well in medical studies, I was no good at other lessons. “From Esk? Isn’t that the nearest coast?” I love Esk. We used to row there often to spend weekends and holidays. “I hope it doesn’t get ruined by war.”

Dad tuts. “Jalob! People are much more important than buildings.”

“I know that. I just don’t get why countries can’t solve things by talking.” The truth is, seeing the refugees is more than disturbing. It’s easier to pretend all the trouble can be solved with a chat than to acknowledge it probably can’t.

“A country behaves the same as an individual,” he says. Any minute now, he’s going to bring up me being bullied at school. “When one person is stronger than the other, or maybe, angrier, more damaged, more hurt, sometimes being friends isn’t an option. You can’t have a conversation if the other person isn’t listening.”

“Mm.”

“Friendship is a privilege, not a given right. Remember when you were at school, and—?”

“I get it, I get it. I’m being selfish. It’s just hard to imagine when you’re seeing it on TV. What even started this war? I don’t mean all the petty arguments. I mean, what was the actual cause?”

“Do you know nothing of the world? It’s your history too.”

I shrug. “I know potatoes make excellent chips and fried eggs are good to dip. What goes on in Mainland isn’t my business.” I’m uncomfortable he’s trying to make this war relevant to me. I don’t mind hearing about Skarle, but I don’t want to start thinking about boats and refugees. It’ll only lead to images of volcanoes and what happens when people can’t get away.

He shakes his head and laughs. “Always thinking with your stomach! What do you mean it’s not your business? Mainland Ansars originate from the islands.” He looks at me meaningfully. “You know—our islands. They’re different from our island Ansars, sure, and they left hundreds of years ago, but still. They’re our people, Jalob.”

Ours? From what I remember, island Ansars certainly didn’t belong to anyone.

“Mm. I know that much.”

Ansars fascinate me. Since I can remember, I’ve had a crush on an Ansar—Berl. Fish and frogs, is she gorgeous! Tall, slim, messy long hair, and full of cutting sarcasm. Everyone fancies her. I’ve always kept out of her way. People like that don’t want to associate with the likes of me.

On the last night of our final school term, students had been allowed to gather. She’d got out a guitar and sung all night. It was spellbinding. I waited until everyone had left, just to watch her pack away. Just to make the evening last a little longer. Maybe I hoped she might talk to me? Skarles and Ansars have a long history. And, like Dad says, we come from the same place.

Berl noticed me, standing by the big oak tree. She sauntered over and looked me up and down. “You’re massive. Are you Skarle?” she asked.

“Um. Yes. I mean. I was. Until the volcano. Yes. Um.”

“Um? What are you, a bee?”

“Sorry.”

I thought she was going to be rude, like she normally is. When she kissed and started touching me, I actually thought I was drunk and hallucinating. It was the best night of my life.

When she unbuttoned my top, I was so excited I didn’t know what to do, so I just watched her do it.

Being tall, big, and clumsy, I’m all the opposites to her. I could probably have lifted her up with one hand if I had wanted to. That night, though, I hadn’t felt very strong at all. She took my top off, unzipped me, and then squeezed and prodded at me. I didn’t know what it was supposed to feel like. Even now, I’m not sure I liked it that much.

Then she walked off, like nothing had happened.

Didn’t answer any of my messages afterwards. I suppose one day, I’ll stop thinking about her and wishing for what can’t be.

Dad gets into his stride. “Over the years, they’ve become undesirable in Mainland. I suppose that’s the word. I don’t know how it started, but Mainlanders started squeezing them out. There were protests, but nobody can stand up to an army. Looks like they’ve ordered the Ansars out of eastern Mainland. But why? Those poor people have to live somewhere.”

“It’s really worrying. Are Ansars safe here in Farland?”

“Are you thinking about that girl?” Dad pats my knee. “She’ll be fine. Mainlanders have no jurisdiction here.”

“Girl? Who?”

“You know who. Berl.”

“Oh! Hah-hah. I wasn’t thinking about her. I’ve moved on,” I lie. “Haven’t seen her since college.”

“She isn’t worth the time you spent pining,” Dad says. “Didn’t have the decency to answer your calls.”

“It’s fine. I couldn’t care less.” I’m absolutely not going to talk about dates with my father. “We can’t just watch.” I nod at the TV, wanting Dad to stop scrutinising me. Sometimes I think he reads my mind. “We have to help.”

Watching Ansar people in trouble is different to seeing Farland folk in trouble. I’d still be upset, but this is more. It’s not like watching people fight and knowing you can step in and help. It’s more like, I’m in the fight and on the losing side.

“Actually—” He starts to speak and then turns away, biting his lip.

“What?”

“It’s just. Well. The International Agency is asking for medics to volunteer.” He speaks slowly, like he might be already regretting it. “It’s nothing. Forget I said anything.”

“For what?”

“Doctors, nurses, anyone medical. All those people walking miles need medical treatment.” He shakes his head and sighs. “The camps must be crying out for help.”

It’ll be another two months before I’m a qualified medic. I haven’t considered doing anything except work at the local hospital and stay with Dad.

“Oh.” I speak fluent Ansar and am used to working with all kinds of people. Theoretically, I could offer. “Do you think they’d accept me? I don’t have any experience except college. I expect they’ll get a lot of applications from some great medics. They don’t want someone like me. I’m sure there’ll be others who can do it better.” Like always.

“Jalob,” Dad tuts. “Why do you have such little confidence in yourself?”

I wait for him to say, Believe in yourself; you’re a great girl, so I can nod without having to answer. He doesn’t though. He waits for me to speak. I blush up like a big red stupid letter box. “I dunno” is the best I can manage. “Stop looking at me.” I stand and head for my bedroom.

“Jalob,” Dad calls.

I lock the door and flop onto my bed. I can’t stand another round of Dad therapy. I hear the words, but they just bounce off my skin. I wish he was right—that I’m a great person who only needs a chance to prove myself.

Truth is, I’m just me. When has that ever been good enough?

*

The news is all over the hospital where I work for course credits.

“Gods alive. What’s going to happen? My whole family live in Nether,” Morla, an Ansar nurse, says in the staffroom. “I’m out of my mind with worry.”

“There must be some way of contacting them? The International Agency?” Jahra says. “It’ll all blow over. Try not to worry.” He pats Morla’s shoulder and shrugs at me. “Anyway. You’re with me this afternoon, Jalob. Ready for some emergency action?”

Morla starts quietly crying. The staffroom empties around her. Some of the nurses shake their heads, like she’s making a fuss about nothing. Nobody wants to get involved. Although hostility between creeds has happened for years—forever—it’s like I’m seeing it properly for the first time. I don’t know what to do to help. She probably doesn’t want me to ask.

“Come,” Jahra says. “We don’t have all day.”

It’s none of my business, so I go to the accident and emergency and help extract a peanut from a kid’s nose.

Two of my college peers are also helping out. “Jay! Are you coming to the pub after work?” Jon asks me. His eyes go up and down my body like he’s a snake looking for a meal. “There’s going to be a band. Should be good.”

I grit my teeth. My name is not Jay. It never has been and never will be. Jay is a Mainland name, and Jalob is Skarle.

“Well?” Jon demands. “Are you coming?”

I know he’s just being playful, but when he squeezes my arse, I really want to punch him.

He’s always trying it on. Dad says he wants a date, but that’s not the right word. Jon is a Mainlander, handsome and popular. Mainlanders don’t date Farlanders, though they do have sex. I don’t think Dad knows how it works.

“Um,” I say. “I’ve offered to stay late and help with the kid inoculations. Sorry.”

He pulls a face. “Aw. When are you going to have some fun with me?” He glances towards Ben, the other student. “It’ll be a laugh.” He touches me again, patting like I’m a dog.

I’m no psychologist, but even I can work out Jon doesn’t want Ben to hear him inviting me—nicely—to the pub. It doesn’t really matter. It’s just the way it is. I do have citizenship on Farland and Mainland, and yet…

Mainlanders don’t need citizenship. That goes without saying. You don’t see anyone checking their ID and asking if they’ve paid up the yearly residency fee.

If Jon ordered me to date, he probably wouldn’t mind Ben hearing. A lot of Mainland folk expect us to do what we’re told and be grateful.

I move out of his reach. “Sorry. I’m trying to get credits. You know how it is.” I smile and hope that’s good enough. I wouldn’t go out with Jon even if it were an order. What’s the worst that could happen? They’re not going to bang me in jail for not liking a boy. Though the world’s a mess, it hasn’t got to that state yet.

“Whatever.” He shrugs. “Your loss.”

“Certainly,” I agree, looking at the floor.

It’s fortunate Jon isn’t an arsehole. It’s not so simple. He’s so used to being a member of the strong majority he doesn’t question the hierarchy. Why would he?

At the end of my shift, I like to hurry home, away from social complications. The medic stuff is the easiest part of my day. Blood pressure and migraines are far less stressful than matters of the heart. I zip up my jacket and hope Dad has put the potatoes in the oven.

Morla’s also in the staffroom, getting ready to leave.

“I’m so sorry about your family,” I say. “Is there anyone who can help?”

“I don’t know.” Her voice is almost a whisper. “Things seem to get worse for Ansars every day.”

“Yeah.” I know what she means. So much has changed in the last year. If the world were balanced on scales, it would be like one half—the greedy side—has got heavier than the rest of us. All we do is run to keep upright while the Mainlanders sit back and laugh. “Do you know where your family will go?”

“The coast. Like everyone else.”

Her face is blank. I recognise the expression because it’s exactly how Dad looked after we came to Farland. Her sadness has turned into a big ball of numb. I remember what that’s like. After the numbness comes fear and isolation. After that comes me. It’s where I’ve been for years.

“All trying to reach Farland and then on to Farca,” Morla continues. “Farland won’t have more refugees. There’s no guarantee Farca will let them stay either. Where are they supposed to live? Nobody wants us. They can’t just float on the sea forever.”

I think about leaving home, walking miles that turn into months and then not being admitted entry. Dad and I were lucky to get into Farland. “I’m thinking of offering to sign up.” Until I speak, I didn’t realise I was considering what Dad had said. “To help.”

Morla takes my arm. “Really?”

“Yes. I don’t think I can watch and not do anything.” How brave it sounds! Me, who locks the windows at night and stays away from Mainland boys. I’m probably the biggest coward who’s ever lived. I even changed my route home from school to avoid a barking dog.

“You’ve already done something.” Morla leans forward and kisses my cheek. I have absolutely no idea why. It’s nice. Of course, I blush.

“Well, I have to finish my course first. I’m not qualified for another eight weeks.”

“I don’t mean volunteering. I mean you heard me earlier, and you thought enough about it to ask. That’s so much more than anyone else does these days. Everyone’s sick of seeing refugees on TV. I want to tell them—they’re not refugees—that’s my family! My granny and sister, my nieces and brothers. We’ve all got names!”

I don’t know what to say. I’ve never really thought about it before, how none of us are those other people. “I’m definitely going to help,” I say, pretty lamely.

Morla smiles. “You have to do what you think is right. Just don’t stop thinking. That would be the worst thing you could do.”


Chapter Two

“Are you sure? Working in a war zone isn’t pretty, and you’ve only just qualified. Wouldn’t you rather take it easy and stay at home? You don’t seem like the leaving type.” The army doctor takes off his glasses and peers at me. Gods, I’m probably blushing. I’m wearing nothing but underwear. “Raise your arms, please.”

“Um. Yes, sir. I’m absolutely sure. I think so.”

To be honest, I’m not sure at all. Dad was turned down on health grounds, so it’ll just be me. I suppose we both knew they wouldn’t let a man with his health conditions join up. It’s just, I’d had this idea of us being able to stay together, and now I don’t know what to think. Mamma lives in the capital, so me and Dad have always been together.

The doctor turns me around, but there is no way I’m going to think about what else he could do with hands like that. I kind of fancy him. “You’re a tall girl, aren’t you?”

“Over six foot.”

“On the scales, please.”

I step on, and he makes notes in his book. “Well, you’re certainly healthy enough. Physically, anyway.” He points to my clothes. “Dress and have a seat.”

“Yes, sir.” I dress hurriedly, not sure how to feel about passing the medical. When Dad failed, a bit of me was relieved he wouldn’t have to go. There’ve been loads of stories about how hard it is in Esk right now. All the other medics I know withdrew their applications. It would maybe have been a whole lot easier if I had failed too.

I slink into the chair and try not to meet the soldier’s eyes.

“Why do you want to sign up?” he asks me.

I’m ready for this one. “To help, sir.”

“Why?”

“Why? Because of all the refugees needing help. It’s my vocation to treat people who are sick.”

“Right.” He pours some water in a glass and slides it over to me. “I get that. And you’ve got excellent grades.”

“Thank you, sir.” I got the best marks in my year group. Not that I’m boasting, but I even beat Jon.

“What I don’t get is why?” He watches me closely. “You could work anywhere. Why risk your life?”

The easy answer is, I don’t want to risk my life. Obviously, I can’t tell him that, so I say what I think he wants to hear. “To help, sir. To help those people.”

“Oh, yeah? A lot of people say that. Not so many mean it.”

I’m astonished and probably look shocked. “What do you mean, sir?”

“They think it’ll be cool, going to a war zone. It isn’t. Signing up makes them feel like heroes. Make Mamma and Daddy proud! Might get you laid. Yeah? Be a laugh. It’ll look good on the work references. War is an industry, same as any other. A whole lot of folks do pretty well out of it. You know what I mean?”

“Not really, sir.” I know exactly what he means. I’m definitely blushing. I’ve had a night fantasy about Berl saying how brave I am as she takes off all her clothes, and another where the students at college stop avoiding me. I was definitely going to cash in on being a hero.

He sighs and runs a hand through stubby hair. “Charity. It’s a funny thing. Who are you helping? The person in trouble, or yourself?”

If I were whole lot bolder, I’d ask why it can’t be both. Instead, I look straight ahead and assume this is the psych test. “I’m not sure, sir.” I really hope he doesn’t end up my supervisor because he is scary as shit. And slightly hot.

“I see you’ve had some emotional issues in the past.”

I try to look away, but he stares. I hold my ground by silently reciting the list of fishes that swim around Skarle Island. “Um. Yes. Sir.” Fish and frogs. If he makes me talk, I’m going to get all the words mixed up and look like the biggest idiot who ever walked.

“Wanna tell me about it?”

Nope. “Yes, sir. Of course. I just—that is—I used to.”

“Take a breath. This isn’t part of the test. I’m just making sure you know what you’re getting yourself into, honey.”

“Sorry. I had a few problems with self-esteem. I’m good now.” Because I’m a fucking excellent person. Hah-hah. I don’t even like honey. It smells of piss.

“You had to see the school psych?” His eyes are like laser beams. If I’d known he was going to be like this, I would definitely not have signed up.

“Didn’t have to. I chose to. Because I understood that my behaviour wasn’t healthy, and I know the teachers are here to help.” I hold my breath. He raises his eyebrows, and I think I’ve got away with it.

Until the bastard laughs, really loudly, like it’s actually funny. “Damn! Have you learned that shit from out of a book?” He grins.

I don’t mean to, but the giggle just bursts out, and before I know it, I’m laughing too. “Not a book. I memorised it from school leaflets.”
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