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i want to go home,


but home is the mouth of a shark


home is the barrel of the gun


and no one would leave home


unless home chased you to the shore


WARSAN SHIRE,


‘Home’


It is not down in any map; true places never are.


HERMAN MELVILLE,


Moby-Dick












Prologue


Half-dreaming at the surface, Ea wakes in an instant, her reflexes always on high alert. But it is only a wild and lusty chase. The young couple leap, splash back down and then, twirling in their bubbles, join together belly to belly. Ea admires their dance. Some things never change.


Others do. Within three generations, this pod has racially blended into a new tribe that mixes spinner grace with bottlenose strength. Like all the old, Ea finds the young more beautiful every day, but she would not go back. Time goes so fast now anyway, calves barely weaned and now mating, dusks and dawns racing each other as if the whole ocean has accelerated to a new rhythm. She does not mind, because it means reunion comes closer, with the ocean and with one whose heart still beats in hers. Since the seasons blurred, the moons lost their meaning and it is not for her to dictate the spawning of fish or coral. It is odd, at this time of her life, to miss the rituals she so resisted when she was young. Perhaps none of this would have happened if she had not. Everything broke apart, but Ea no longer blames herself. What happened was bigger than any fault of hers.


*


Ea watches the amorous young couple, now drawing an excited throng. If she and her dwindling cohort of elders find the younger generations shallow and lacking in curiosity, they keep it to themselves. They avoid nostalgia and unless some rare youngster makes reference to it, they even forget they are of different races. Ea is the last spinner dolphin of the remote and peaceful Longi tribe. The other elders are bottlenose dolphins, of the once notorious Tursiops megapod. Hard to believe how once they clung to those identities.


Ea tries to live in the moment, knowing each peaceful day is a gift. Even if she can never quite relax. Some nebulous feeling, some old vigilance wakes her in the deep of the afternoon, when the rest of the pod is asleep. Then she listens to the ocean with all her attention, but there is nothing unusual to hear. No grinding horrors, no cries of pain. Sometimes one of her fellow elders wakes shrieking, dreaming in red water. Ea is glad to be there to give comfort. It is over. This is a different place.


Sometimes Ea wants to share her story so that people know what it cost to be here. But kind and respectful to the elders as they are, the young dislike their painful tales. Ea understands. She was once the same.


The truth is hard to believe, harder to bear.
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Pelagic, of the Sea


Just below the equator, somewhere in the Indian Ocean, is a curving archipelago almost four hundred miles long. The biggest and most easterly island starts the chain which dwindles to the west, terminating in three tiny atolls. There is a gap in the chain where, in the latter part of the twentieth century, one atoll was completely vaporised during nuclear testing.


These troubled waters shelter broken nations, refugees and ghosts, but this is the story of two estranged cetacean tribes, cousins with a painful past. The first are the Longi people, a tiny pod of Stenella longirostris, or spinner dolphins. The second is the megapod of common bottlenose dolphins, or Tursiops truncatus, who drove the Longi from their home and took it for themselves.


Each pod has pride and virtue, each feels above the other. They do not know they share one fatal flaw: they think they know this ocean.
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Unnatural Child


The glow of dawn marked sea from sky as the silver Longi pod streamed back from another successful night hunt. Young Ea was ready to put her plan into action, edging out of the throng coming up the wide channel back into the safety of the lagoon homewater. As soon as she was in she peeled off to the side, subtly so she would not be seen leaving the group, but determined not to get caught up again in the daily lovemaking.


Ea was indignant and upset that because she rejected every suitor, she was the one considered to have the problem. She was neither tired nor unwell, she just did not want to have sex and she did not care how healthy a pastime it was. Coming of age was something she had secretly looked forward to for quite another reason, and it was a colossal and bitter disappointment. Her hearing did not improve, the music of the ocean did not miraculously burst into her mind. Instead, the ugly frightening sounds continued that even her own mother suggested might be in her imagination. Ea alone suffered them, furious and ashamed that somehow she might have brought that pain and fear on herself.


She knew she was valued for being a good hunter, but what Ea craved was to be normal. To spin like everyone else was the key to fitting in, and if she could only hear the music of the ocean like everyone else, she too would be able to tune in and do it. She was fast, healthy and wanted so badly to succeed – but she had never heard the music. Spinning was the Longi’s art form, it was dance, athleticism, most commonly just for entertainment and sport, but it also held a spiritual element. It was union with the ocean itself and everyone who experienced that state even once, shone with authentic Longi joy. Calves learned by puberty, but by maturity, Ea knew her attempts were empty technique with graceless result.


There was no explanation for Ea’s peculiar acoustic disability, which caused her to suddenly start in fear at disturbing noises in the water. Perhaps she was too sensitive, even by Longi standards. The sounds came unpredictably, straight into her sonar melon and painful enough to send her whirling off course to avoid them. At those times people encouraged Ea to spin to transcend her fear, but that only resulted in her greater frustration and headaches that lasted for days.


Obsessed and envious about other people’s spinning, not a day passed when Ea did not secretly try, one last time, to hear that healing music – but the ocean continued to withold that gift. Anger became her way of coping. If she could not have it, she did not want it. She could hunt, that would have to be enough. She was an outsider with a reputation for being difficult, and only her mother knew how badly she grieved, and how much she hated pity.


Sexual maturity was a disappointment and a shock. Disappointment that her hearing did not improve, and shock that, despite her awkwardness, she was inundated with suitors. Ea assumed that her ugly inner world of bad thoughts and cravings and resentments meant her outer self would match – but that was far from the case. All the Longi people were beautiful, but she was exceptional.


In Ea, the grace of her people was exaggerated, from the long black lines around her eyes, to the flashing pearly belly marked with long glittery dashes increasing the impression of her considerable speed. The Longi had exquisitely shaped pectoral fins and tail flukes and in this Ea was no different, but her face set her apart. Her long rostrum, or beak, was slightly more elongated than usual, and the rounding of the bone above the eyes, a little wider. Her eyes were more precisely slanted in the outer corners, and the black line around them, a little thicker. To swim with her on the hunt was to experience her natural grace in motion, and it was very hard to believe that she could not spin. That was why even though people knew about her hearing, they still infuriated her by urging her to keep trying.


There was no music. That part of life was not for her. Ea practised acceptance.


Now she was out of the throng, swimming silently across the lagoon, slow enough not to cause a wake and draw attention to herself, but fast enough to get beyond where they would spot her and call her back. She was going to her refuge, the black coral wall where lived an ancient moray colony. It was a dark forbidding place where the water had a different texture, and Ea was the only person who ever went there. The adult Longi respected the morays but could not help their aversion to their unattractive faces, while the calves shuddered at the sound of those vicious neighbours on the far side of the lagoon.


She had found the wall by accident, searching for a remote place to sulk. She came upon them with such a shock she almost opened her blowhole. The great eels swayed halfway out from their crevices, staring at her with hot little yellow eyes. Fascinated, Ea saw a sophisticated intelligence in their wicked faces and was no longer frightened. When they stopped glaring and returned to mysterious inner contemplation, she correctly took it for tolerance of her presence and felt flattered. The moray wall became her secret refuge, and her mother kept that knowledge to herself.


Ea was almost there when the sun lit the horizon and she passed over the colourful coral plaza of the lagoon floor. Behind her in the water were the sounds of the pod at play, the adult trills of pleasure, the shouts of the calves in the nursery area. She could pick out the gossipy clicking and buzzing of the post-hunt discussions, and it gave her some satisfaction to know she and her mother had once again excelled. They had their own silent language that her mother had taught her when she realised Ea was different; it was their secret.


Today the morays were expecting her, swaying halfway out of their holes, some holding themselves in shafts of light as if to show off their elaborate patterns. There were her favourites, the huge dark blue and black one with the mottled brown spots, and the livid yellow and green one with the grey lines. Others remained in camouflage, thick shadows with yellow eyes. They made no attempt to be friendly and expected no courtesies and Ea was glad to see them. She had just taken a large diving breath to go down to visit, when a distant howl came through the water.


It was not one of the frightening noises deep in her head nor was there any pain in her sonar melon. It was a real sound from a living being, but coming from further away than a dolphin could click. There it was again, fine and distant and so precise that she knew it was not the cry of an attack or of being wounded, nor the music of the ocean, because no one would spin to that. Someone was sending that sound out across the vast. It was a message.


Ea positioned herself the better to receive it. She had an odd sensation in her heart, as if it were swollen and tender. The sound – and then silence. She listened with all her attention. There was nothing for so long she thought she might have imagined those new sounds, which would be an improvement – but then it came again. This time it was a cacophony of booms and slams, then silence, then one more howl. There was a pattern.


It was a whale, it had to be. Ea had never seen or heard one before but she knew they were distant cousin kin. Though she couldn’t decipher the meaning, the sound pulsed in her blood. Was the whale singing in Old Pelagic? No one used it any more, but the Longi click derived from it, and she remembered her mother telling her it used silence as well as sound. Ea went to where the black wall was crumbling, the better to listen.


The distant whale boomed again like faraway thunder. Then as his great billows of sound were still travelling across the ocean, he wailed across the top of them in a harsh and soaring lament that filled Ea with sadness and rage. It faded away, and the silence that followed had a different quality. It was over. The whale had passed on, leaving Ea with the ache of relief that someone else understood loneliness and pain.


A hiss made her whirl round. The great eels were fully emerged from their holes, their hooked jaws beginning to open. They had been waiting for her, but in her excitement at the whale she had forgotten her normal respectful mode of arrival and had ignored them. Now they were offended. She knew it by their hard eyes and the way they raised their long serrated dorsal fins. The hiss was all around her in the water, growing stronger.


Go … go away …


Ea shook the whalesong from her mind and drew back from the morays. They were not her friends and they were expelling her. But she could not go back to the pod yet because she did not want to make love with anyone and she felt too raw from hearing the whale, to go back and be polite.


Without seeming to swim the morays had come closer, their dorsal fins rippling in a current only they could feel. They were staring at her, no longer tolerant. Panic flared in her. To move she would have to pass so close to those jaws; they could scar her so easily.


Come, Ea, this way, come now, my darling—


It was her mother’s voice in her head, in their silent hunting language. Ea turned to see that she was there, and her relief was greater than her indignation at the intrusion.


She rushed closer, and big as she was, tucked herself in echelon position behind her mother’s pectoral fin. Her mother shielded her in the turn and together they left the moray wall and ascended to breathe at a safe distance. They floated on the surface without speech and although Ea was upset her sanctuary had been discovered, curiosity overcame her sulk.


Who was the whale? she asked, not in their private language but in the Longi click.


A rorqual whale of some kind, her mother answered. He passes this way sometimes.


Why does he not visit us? I thought we were cousins.


Ea felt her mother’s loving energy waver for a moment.


Distant. He travels on an old songpath of his people …


But why is he so sad?


Ea felt the water pause around them, then her mother resumed her soothing attention.


You understood his song?


He made me feel sad. That’s all. I didn’t understand. Was it Old Pelagic?


It was. That’s clever of you to remember. How did you know?


You said it uses silence. Like when we hunt. What does he sing about? Ea felt her mother thinking too long about the answer, which meant she was hiding something. Tell me! she buzzed, rudely. If I’m old enough to be forced to dance Exodus—


Exodus is all of our responsibility, Ea, not just yours! It is our duty to those who helped us be here now! If you want to know so badly, the whale sings of pain and death. But he sings for his own people, not ours. Does that satisfy you?


We have to help him. Energy rushed through Ea as if she had swum through a shoal of jellyfish. She had understood him.


We can’t. There’s nothing we can do.


Ea stopped in complete surprise.


We? Does everyone hear him?


Her mother came close alongside, so that Ea could feel her warmth and love.


It does no good to hear pain, Ea. We choose to hear the music, we spin—


Well, I can’t, and I hear pain! So I have to do something about it.


You can, my darling. Enjoy your life.


What good does that do?


Ea’s mother did not answer, but went ahead a little way. They had crossed the lagoon and were almost back at the main group of the pod. The loving moil, that daily erotic gathering from which Ea fled, was over. The pod was ready for sleep. All was peace and beauty.


Ea forgot the confused and frightened parts of herself and instead felt the pleasant bodily fatigue from the hunt. For now, there would be no ardent suitors. When she tried to remember the whale’s song, it was gone.


Shh … peace, darling. Her mother took her sleeping place with her friends, and rolled in the water to let her warmth curl out to Ea. It was the Longi invitation to sleep alongside one another, and Ea needed the comfort. As the sleeping pod rose and fell at the surface she sank into the group rhythm, first resting one eye and brain hemisphere and then the other, so that in synchronised vigilance, all were protected.


Beside Ea, her mother remained awake until her beloved, troubled daughter sank into sleep. Only then did she too enter the deep rest state.
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Exodus


Beside her sleeping mother, Ea breathed carefully so as not to disturb her and lay at the surface fully awake, troubled by many things, new and old. New was the baffling information that perhaps the whole pod heard the whale in pain but said nothing about it, and old was the imminent matter of the dreaded Exodus. The thought fluttered Ea’s heart like a wounded fish. The ritual dance was still two whole moon-cycles away from performance, which happened just at the rising of the great full moon of the summer. The pod loved to return home together just as the ocean spawned in an orgy of lust and release, and then they too would make love.


Ea now wondered if she was the only one anxious about it, because there was a rising tension in the pod as people started to practise for it. The most athletically and creatively talented spinners had been finessing their technique, while the less gifted went around reassuring themselves and others that everyone would rotate in from the outside in a fair and safe way, as the pod travelled during the ritual. Exodus could not be held in the safety of the lagoon because it required greater speed than the space allowed for the spins and leaps that were vital to expressing real fear, triumph, liberation and transcendence. For Ea, it was just another opportunity for humiliation and failure.


She knew and respected the fact that Exodus was the Longi people’s kinetic prayer of thanks to the ocean for the survival of their pod. All calves learned the story of how the Longi had been forced out of their beautiful original homewater by the invasion of the cruel barbaric Tursiops tribe. Their passage across the ocean from that moment was perilous and marked with many losses. It was commemorated in this group dance of spinning, formal and spontaneous falls and splashes, which traced a large circular shape that took the pod from the safety of the lagoon out into the vulnerability of the vast where it reached its climax; then on safe return to the homewater, everyone could put the story behind them for another year.


Ea knew the story backward and forward. All the calves and youngsters grew up thrilled by the annual summer practice of the adults just beyond the lagoon. They could not wait to learn the dazzling travelling spins and astonishing percussive falls, and Ea’s own mother often numbered more than seven revolutions. The spins linked to certain splashes and falls which also had meaning both in the sounds underwater to the whole pod, and in the effervescent lyrics they pulled down around them. But first you had to tune yourself, body and soul, to the music of the ocean. Watching her mother’s silver form throw out sparkling spirals of water, awestruck little Ea had found it sublimely beautiful. Her mother’s artistry left airy poetry trailing in the water behind her; her splashes and falls were rhymes of sound.


Now, years later, Ea only felt dread at the prospect of joining in. Spinning in Exodus could bring on a trance state, and she had many times witnessed her mother helping to restore the senses of those who had slipped into it and could not return alone. Sometimes people had visions and even channelled spirits of the ancestors. Sometimes they believed they had already joined the ocean and had to be called back so that they did not prematurely leave their bodies for good. Then other people would gather around the one who was alive but drifting in another ocean, and their touches and clicks would bring them back to the pod. Ea already had trouble with her imagination, and so the very last thing she wanted was a frightening vision or uncontrollable experience. The whalesong today was different. The tender sonic pains echoed in her mind. Someone, somewhere, was a kindred spirit.
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The Singer


Though his painful song was sometimes heard – most recently by Ea – the anonymous whale only ever broadcast from far out in the vast. He had never been seen by any of the dolphins of the archipelago that was the centre of his great orbit, but by the carrying power of his huge baritone voice, he was from that mighty whale kin-group of rorquals. His noble lineage included the Blue, the Fin, the Minke, the Grey, the Right and the Humpback and he was of that last clan.


This singer was a mature male in his physical prime, weighing a ton for each of his thirty-two years, and with pectoral fins outstretched, measured fifty feet across. But despite his distinguished singer ancestors, the Rorqual was a lonely pariah. No one wanted to hear his new song, which was a radical departure from the popular and traditional power-ballads. Not one male of his ocean-wide kin had ever copied it in approbation, nor single female responded with her own mellifluous low of invitation. This song was his life’s work and he had spent years developing it, from the smallest unit of sound to the finessing of every long movement. He had woven different themes with the uniting power of his chorus, until the whole song-cycle was complete and could take up to three sleepless sunrises. Even after this, the Rorqual continued developing his declamation, timbre and the transitions between his rolling bass-baritone that came from the depths of his huge body, and the higher voice he could issue like a sound beam from his head.


None of it made any difference. For years, the young passionate artist in the Rorqual kept experimenting, trying to find a better expression for his song in the hope that it would finally let him connect with the audience whose lives he was trying to save. Eventually the older, wiser, heartsick whale that he was years later consoled the artist within, with the truth he had long known. No one wanted pain, in song or any other form. They fled from it, but this was exactly why he sang: to warn them away from danger and guide them to safety.


Long before Ea was born, before the Longi had any need of Exodus and were still happy in their original homewater, the Rorqual and his whole extended family were joyfully en route from the far southern cold to the tropic breeding ground. Crowds of humpbacks travelled the same songpaths, eager to gather with friends and relatives and witness the sport of the young.


The Rorqual was now of age and had developed the beginnings of an armoury of sharp barnacles on his pectoral fins. He knew they were for mating battles, but he disliked conflict. Having witnessed the leviathan breaching clashes of the males, he wondered why they did not just sing better. A good song was what the females really liked, and from a young age he had enjoyed amusing those in his own family with his efforts. As his range increased with maturity while keeping his playful nature, they had high hopes for him being awarded Singer of the ocean. This was the annual honorific that went to the male of any race whose song-cycle was most emulated, and part of the fun of the songpaths was hearing each family’s aspirant to the title take their moment to entertain the cavalcade.


The young Rorqual was working on his own version of a traditional aria when the family crossed the familiar currents that marked the start of the tropics. The breeding archipelago was now very close and the excitement was rising from the different groups: ready females at the front, jostling bachelors at the back and elders holding the middle. Trying to perfect a phrase but unable to hear himself properly in the din of the competing songs, the Rorqual swam aside to perfect it.


He felt the happiness in the water from the group of females up ahead, mothers and grandmothers gossiping as they reunited after a long year apart. He heard the breaching splashes of the young bucks practising, eager to make the heat run together for the receptive females, but it was still too noisy. He moved off further.


Then came an unfamiliar sound that swallowed all theirs, followed a moment later by a great push and shove in the water from one side of the songpath. Something huge was rushing upon them, heading directly across the crowded route. A high and faceless metal beast ploughed the surface toward them. While people were still turning to behold its colossal and terrifying size, it went straight into, then over them. Then it was gone.


The young Rorqual turned in the crimson gyre of the monster’s wake. He swam in his family’s blood. He looked for them, but the entire cavalcade had scattered. The Rorqual refused to believe his family were gone. He waited for a long time. He searched until the sharks came for the blood. Only then did he leave.


*


He wandered dazed, until his body felt the magnetism of another songpath. Automatically he turned to follow it, in the hope it led to more of his people. His song was stuck deep in his body, like the long metal spike still carried by one of his missing uncles.


The songpath was eerily silent but the Rorqual could detect with his sonar that up ahead was a peculiar gathering. Reaching out with his sonic beam he received the impression of some cetaceans, fish of different nations, a turtle – and bizarrely, a hammerhead shark. The image was detailed but had to be wrong, because there was no motion.


All were dead. As the Rorqual came closer, he saw them twisted in a deep, transparent veil that stretched horizontally out of sight. It was laid straight across the ancient route he was on, another that his people had always travelled. It too ran between the feeding and the breeding grounds, and here whales chose to sing certain songs over others, describing the currents, chasms and mountains of its different sea areas. There were verses about where the sharks had their own crossings and feast waters, and though no part of the ocean was ever completely safe, a good song could mitigate much danger.


The Rorqual felt himself choking. He forced himself to look at the small blue whale calf, the nylon filaments cutting into its skin where it pressed so hard against it. It was rotting and he guessed its mother had stayed beside her little one, until she could no longer bear it. Or the sharks came. And yet … there were also many sharks caught in the veil of death. The Rorqual was dazed with horror but forced himself to go on bearing witness. His mind beat with shock, he wished to roar with anguish but he was dumb. In the distance he heard that sound again, the metal monster. As he gazed at the hanging dead he felt the rage rise inside him, and he copied the monster’s roar, so that he would remember it. He filled himself with the sound and the sight and the agony, into his throat, then his chest, then his heart, then his blood. He swallowed it all into himself, then he left.


The silent young Rorqual wandered in shock for several sleepless days and nights, not daring to stop. He did not know how to get back to the route his family always took to return to the southern ice, so he maintained his forward course. By the currents he was still in the tropics but an unfamiliar area, and when one day the jaunty song of some humpback bachelors came into his mind, at first he thought imagined it. The song was an old classic, but transmitted from somewhere nearby, and in hearty voice.


It came from merry group of young troubadours, naturalised equatorial laterals they proudly told him. What a wonderful place to live this was! The Rorqual could not tell if they were joking, but they warmly welcomed him into their group and he was grateful. They were relentlessly enthusiastic to repeat this one travelling ballad of the polar–tropic route, but they had adapted it to be about enjoying life and being content to stay put. When the Rorqual asked about their other kin, because there were no females, elders or calves, the troubadours only sang the louder. Half their song celebrated their many blessings of plentiful food and beautiful waters, and the other described how lustily they would compete for maidens in the next heat run.


The young Rorqual stayed with them, for he had no one else. But his voice remained stuck in his body so that he could no longer sing. To keep his place in their band, he managed to summon a great booming percussion from his body; though the volume made them wince, they understood he was trying to join in, and were supportive. He listened to falsetto harmonies more suited to their small home range, and found their music trite and sentimental. One day they finally asked him why he did not sing himself. He could not answer and only wished to keep booming his one monotonous part in their song, but they had made a decision.


Sing to us!


When he refused they made a childish song-round of their demand, which they found highly entertaining. The Rorqual felt something stirring deep within his body. The bachelors kept up their nagging until he feared his head would burst. Something was happening, something was rising inside him, choking him – bucking in his great gullet like a struggling squid – and then he knew what it was. A terrible song that had been incubating in his flesh and bones and blood. It trembled his lungs like a storm.


SING TO US! the troubadours cried. Express yourself!


Into the ocean, from the body and soul of the Rorqual, came a mighty torrent of sound. It was all the love and rage and grief he carried, booming and whooping louder than any whale had ever sung, carrying for hundreds of miles. His power shook their bones as the song drove into their minds so that they too felt the pain in his heart and could taste the blood in the water. The troubadours bellowed in panic, looking for the metal monster the Rorqual conjured with his song. When he stopped, they were furious.


The song was pure horror! He had traumatised them with his sick imagination. They were so sorry, but these were creative differences too great to resolve. They wished him well in his travels, and that he would take his song far away. If he wanted to return in a better frame of mind and join with them in some happy songs, he would be welcome. Meanwhile, they would continue to enjoy the bounty of life, refusing to worry.


Cast out by the troubadours, the Rorqual wandered again. He held to his anger and his truth: the beautiful ancient songs had led his whole family to destruction, and he would never sing them again. Nor would he return to polar seas but remain in this warm and fatal ocean filled with metal demons, who drank blood, spewed filth and whose song was sonic torture. The Rorqual was but one lone whale and his song no weapon against them – but it might yet be a beacon to safety, if people would only listen. When time and again he exhausted himself singing yet not a single person gave any sign they had heard, he descended to fierce meditation in the deep, and vowed to improve his song.


The years went by but he kept faith. He was the Singer. Loneliness was the price.
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Tursiops, the Megapod


Two days’ swim from the tiny Longi tribe at the far eastern end of the archipelago, the Tursiops megapod of over five hundred dolphins was not drowsing quietly in the midday sun, as was their custom after a hunt. Instead they were starting to panic. Never a quiet population, their anxiety rose to a racket through all the sleeping bays as they argued over the meaning of the latest rumbling noises. Yes the sky was dark, but was that thunder, or a new signal that the ocean demons were about to start up? And if that were the case, where was the signal for permission to rush to get a ration of sarpa fish, to dull the pain before it started? Who could say for sure that it was a storm? Everyone must of course wait for the click from the great lord Ku … but what if …


No one dared finish the thought. In the First Harem, the great lord Ku’s First Wife, the imposing and beautiful Devi, knew the gossip. It was the foundation of her power. What people were saying was what if he is wrong, what if he is now too old to tell the difference, what if he is sick—


What if, what if?! Devi whirled around in anger and her co-wives shrank back in submission – not a click or pulse of disloyalty ever escaped them. If it did, or if Devi even suspected it, theirs would be the terrible fate of being sent to live as an unprotected peripheral in the filthy margin of the homewater. No one spoke.


Devi angled herself the better to make sense of the cacophonous jabber of the huge pod. She could hear the tension rising, in the form of water slaps and buzzes of anger. Physical disputes were common in the pod, especially when the effect of sarpa was fading. Behind her, Devi’s co-wives murmured the possibility she might use her privilege and take them to the sarpa grove first. Storm or demons, they did not care; they were all addicted to the tranquillising fish, but did not let it get in the way of hunting and sexual tasks. Devi shut off her hearing selectively, a skill she finessed in order to eavesdrop more effectively, so that she could try to detect any sound of the ocean demons. These were the supernatural forces that had followed the Tursiops to this new homewater and who now fought each other out in the deep. With little warning, the ocean would be rent with agonising roars and bellows of rage and their violent acoustic fury could permanently deafen even a strong Tursiops male if he caught the full blast of it out in the vast. The sickening vibrations of the demons’ combat caused daymares, hallucinations and could even shake calves loose from their mothers’ wombs. The only remedy was to take what rocky shelter the bays provided, and to eat sarpa.


Sarpa salpa were the little silver fish with strange mirrored eyes and a tiny flash of yellow down their sides. The original inhabitants of this homewater, the effete and superstitious Longi, had shunned the shallow-living shoals as foulfish. But when the Longi had left and the demons began to shriek and roar, one of Devi’s harem named Yaru had the idea of using it to purge. She hoped that vomiting might ease the pain in her head, but instead the fish sent her into a trance state. Observing that Yaru was now able to withstand the sound of the demons better than everyone else, Devi claimed credit for the discovery. After that everyone wanted it.


Though the powerful effect of the first time was never so good again, the anaesthetic property remained. The lord Ku ordered all those fish the property of the First Alliance, under strict rationing, and they were herded back into the narrow cove full of kelp forest where Yaru had first discovered them. In return for this discovery and boon to the pod, the lord Ku turned a blind eye to Devi’s more frequent visits, though his second in command, the lord Split, did not. No one else dared enter the grove, because Tursiops discipline was martial. To breach it was to risk serious injury and become peripheral, or die.


Listening carefully to the ocean, Devi came to her conclusion. Not demons, but a very strong storm. The pod needed to muster in the vast while there was still time to get out of the bay, otherwise the waves might trap and batter them. She was desperate for her lord Ku to give the command, but she did not know where he was. Panic was spreading through the water, and if the pod grew too overwrought, it would be impossible to control them. In any case, they would not take instruction from a female. Exasperated by the clamouring of her co-wives for sarpa, Devi tail-slapped the nearest one then went out to settle the other harems in a similar fashion.


Returning to the First Harem, she could hear that her great sub-adult son Chit had resumed his loud, tuneless chanting. She knew he did it to soothe himself and on seeing her return, he squealed in delight and rushed to her to try to suckle – something Devi hated. Assiduous co-wives quickly took him away and tickled him into laughter and distraction, and Devi noted who was first – and last – to help her. Once again, Yaru, the youngest co-wife whose daughter was still suckling, was focused on her own child instead of the First Wife’s needs. At least she had not had a son, because lord Ku was desperate for a better male issue than sweet-natured simpleton Chit, who refused to fight and could barely hunt.


Were not Devi his mother, he would long ago have died of age-appropriate bullying, and only in return for Devi’s draconian grip on all the females did the lord Ku permit his rejected son’s shameful seclusion in the First Harem. This was to the chagrin of the lord Split, the lord Ku’s closest ally in the First Alliance and father to a boorish youth – as yet too unruly for warrior training. Though his warrior valour was equal to the lord Ku’s, he was feared rather than loved by the pod, and everyone knew it. Split was so named for the deep pectoral fin wound he sustained fighting off a great white shark on the Crossing, which also nearly tore off the lord Ku’s dorsal fin, now healed at a crooked angle. This made the lord Ku recognisable at a distance and was a prominent reminder of his extraordinary powers.


Devi feared Split on her son’s behalf so took care to be highly deferential in his presence. She guessed hearing failure was the reason for his intolerance of frivolous chatter and noise, but she knew he enjoyed meting out discipline to those who transgressed, usually females and children. Devi also correctly intuited that Split resented her frequent presence by her lord’s Ku’s side. She wished he knew that, despite how her lord sometimes treated her in public, their private relationship was one of love and respect. But for the lord Ku to acknowledge that would be to weaken his status and, like every female in the pod, Devi knew her own status derived from his – as did her safety and that of her child.


Out on the edge of the homewater, the lord Ku, the lord Split, and the ten massive males who were the warrior commanders of the First Alliance and who each held their own harem, rode high waves to feel the wind, then went down into the muscular turbulence. They were gathered at the place of convergence, an area of seabed above which the nightly hunt departed, and from where they could most easily detect the first vibrations of the demons. So far, all they could feel was the great incoming swell and the riptide running hard.


The lord Ku let the waves lift him again so that he could feel the wind. It caught his twisted dorsal fin so hard he had to brace his spine against the force, and again he thanked the shark that caused it, which he and the First Alliance had then drowned. The wound was his power, unlike the white lesions spreading on his body. They had started around his genital patch but now were around his eyes. They made him ugly, he knew – he saw it in the expressions of the young females he took – but as he spasmed in pain from the gust of wind that pressed against a swollen eye, he knew they too were a gift. Never had he been so precisely sensitive to wind speed and direction. The demons roared and rumbled, but these unseasonal disturbances were either wind or tide. Another great storm was coming. The lord Ku gave the order: the pod will muster in the east, beyond the seamounts.


In the harems, every female was primed by Devi for this instruction. She would consider any premature action on their part as insubordination, likewise if by a single click any of them revealed that she had readied them. Pod orders were the sole prerogative of the lord Ku and alliance commanders, but Devi also knew the safety of the people was at stake. As the pod mobilised for the muster, other and more personal plans were also put into action. Devi had long wanted to remind one particular young co-wife of her harem of the need for greater respect. Elsewhere and at great social remove from Devi’s sphere, four large sub-adult males, still considered too immature to train for entry to an alliance, had long resented this delay of their sexual privilege. Had Devi been aware of their secret plan, she would have reconsidered her strategy. But her information network only ran to females, and in any case, the storm was upon them.
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The Shriving Moil


Ea slept through the louring storm clouds. By the time she awoke in the late afternoon the sky was once more clear limpid blue and the water was cooling. Her brain felt reset, no longer jangling from right to left hemispheres in the anxious shallow drowsing so familiar to her. Beside her mother she had entered the slow controlled alternation of the Longi sleepwaves which calves learned as young as possible. Once they could do this they could join the pod sleep pattern, a sign they were ready to start work on their diving capacity. Ready for another good night’s hunting, Ea was about to cross the lagoon to go to the meeting area when she noticed the quiet. No one was practising for Exodus.


Not a single splash, no excited cries of triumph or exasperation. But there they all were, gathered together in a peculiar concentrated hush. Ea could hear her mother clicking softly, the only one. Her tone was unusual, as if something was wrong. Then she stopped, and someone else clicked, also in that strange tone. Ea turned around and scanned the lagoon – completely unnecessary to use sonar here, they all knew every stone and coral branch – and was reassured that it was as boring as ever. But the discussion between the adults was not. This was not the usual afternoon love-in.


Cautiously, Ea went to investigate. All the adults, including those like herself – newly of age – were there. Listening to one of the uncles, they made room for her without comment. Ea knew him as a great hunter, lover of many, and enthusiastic for Exodus. He often cheerfully encouraged her to put her fears aside and take part, but today she felt he was weighted down from within. She went closer, confused by what he was saying.


He wished to tell them of the bad feelings he still harboured toward the Tursiops, for what they had done to his people, his family. There were soft clicks of support and commiseration. Someone else then stuttered her own painful confession, an older aunt who was a good friend of Ea’s mother. She confessed that she wanted vengeance upon them, for what they had done to her boy. They had beaten him to death for daring to try to protect her. Someone else then spoke, this time about their cousins the pilot whales. Immediately people began shrilling and buzzing, and Ea rushed to her mother’s side in fear.


There are no pilot whales here, her mother said. Not for a long time.


Never again! clicked several people. Never will we help them.


Betrayers! others cried out. We trusted them!


Ea pressed against her mother’s side, deeply unnerved. Who are the pilots?


More relatives, her mother said. Very intelligent. But they cannot be trusted. They—


She did not finish because the water trembled with stress and fear at whatever it was the pilots had done. Ea felt a pulsing against her skin that was coming out of the people themselves. Hot bursts of energy, chaotic and blinding.


Let it out, someone pulsed. Let it out! and someone else rattled it like a weak war cry. ANGER! buzzed someone, and the pod buzzed it again and again.


Never trust a Tursiops, never trust a pilot! Woe and suffering to them!


Ea had never heard anyone in her family – that is to say the whole small tribe of the Longi – wish harm to anything or anyone. They prayed to the ocean before they went out hunting and gave thanks to the prey when they returned. But for past injuries, they harboured feelings of revenge to the Tursiops, who everyone knew were barbarians, also to the pilots, a hitherto unknown branch of the family.


What about the whale who sings in pain? Ea suddenly cried out, her inhibitions lowered in the fervent atmosphere. Have the humpbacks hurt us too? Is that why everyone pretends not to hear him? It was as if she had not spoken.


There is so much to cleanse this year. Ea’s mother pressed her fin. It is more painful this year, maybe because of this passing storm. There was a storm when we wandered. Exodus—


It’s still too soon! Ea didn’t want anything to bring Exodus closer. We don’t do this until the red anemones swell— She stopped. She and her mother had swum over them this very afternoon. They were already fully swollen as if they were about to spawn.


There are other signs as well, someone else said softly. Some of the coral is pulsing too hard already. Some is withered at the top, as if it has already spawned.


Then came tense debate: synchrony was a law of the ocean, so no coral could possibly yet have spawned. But then how was it that the blue algae near the nursery was already gone, and still one moon to go before that time? The stock fish must have eaten it.


If the stock fish had eaten it all, they would then leave the lagoon in search of more; it was their favourite food. Which meant in turn, there would be no forage fish near the calves to learn hunting in safety – would they now have to leave the lagoon in search of more food? No mother would sanction this! Had they mistaken the signals and missed the Spawning Moon? What calamity would befall them, how could this have happened!


Realising the timbre was now at a painful pitch, the Longi stopped their noise. The fractious water pulsed down, then calmed. The people turned to each other with pacifying strokes, their hearts beating hard at the rise of conflict.


It is beginning, clicked Ea’s mother to her, will you stay?
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