
        
            






 


Sapphire
Hunting


J SenGupta


 


 


 


[image: Logo]









 


 


 


Copyright
© J SenGupta 2003, 2011, 2015; 2nd Edition (Nov. 2015)


All rights reserved


 


Digital Edition


 







Disclaimer



 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any
resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental


 


 


 









 


Cover illustration created with Canva.com 


 


 


 


Chapter 2: Passage from


Through the Looking Glass by Lewis Carroll 


First published 1872


Public Domain Text


 









 


 


 


 


Contents


Title Page


Copyright


Disclaimer


Chapter 1 - The Way of the World


Chapter 2 - Landship


Chapter 3 - Engine Room


Chapter 4 - The Heavy Atmosphere


Chapter 5 - Medieval World on Metal Planet


Chapter 6 - Travelogue


Chapter 7 - Finding Jamy and the Library


Chapter 8 - Library Beast and the Feudal
Hall


Chapter 9 - Losing the Beacon


Chapter 10 - The
Train inside Olympus


End Matter


 






Chapter 1


 


The
Way of the World


 


From the point of view of an observer as
far away as the Sun the planet Earth whirled, azure pale, only vibrant before
blank black. The light of nearby stars was overwhelmed by its reflected aura;
except for in lines around and below close by, where there were flaring specks
of debris in pieces spun in orbits. But something new came, something alien; a
tincture spreading like liquid in space, seeping in, flowing, spreading darkness
like invisibility between the Earth and the moon.


___


 


‘Watch out!’              


James’ foot struck the stack of file folders by the desk.
They began to slide from the middle of the pile. He dove down to stop them and
his hand grabbed at the nearest one to him, turning it over and scattering its
contents.


‘Oh hell.’                   


He straightened up and stepped back. When James knelt down
to begin to pick them up, his cup-bearing hand tilted. It splashed some coffee on
his khakis and the discount T-shirt he wore labelled ‘gENiUs’. 


‘No, no. Just leave it. Just go over there and sit down.’
This was Michael rapidly running out of patience. He was dressed in a
half-buttoned formal shirt and black slacks from the night before and was
fiddling with a plastic tea jug. James sat down and grinned at the carpet.


‘I was fetching the sugar. You told me “fetch the sugar” and
I was doing it.’


‘I know. I know, I told you to get up and fetch the sugar.
Just shut up now and drink your coffee.’


‘It needs sugar.’


There was a pause. James did not look across to intercept
Michael’s reaction. He climbed onto the broad wooden sill and sat with his chin
resting on his knees.


He was watching the grey sky slowly bubble and fume. The
smell of forthcoming rain came through the open window, and the shadows of the
clouds played over the dark trees framing the view of the parks. He heard
Michael half-stepping, avoiding sheets of paper on the floor to a plastic
tumbler which was jumbled with cutlery and biros. ‘James,’ said Michael, and
then again, louder, ‘James.’ 


James blinked. He turned his head. James Shaw was a student
who had just turned eighteen. On this murky Thursday afternoon he sat in his
friend Michael’s lofty college room looking out across the Parks.


‘What time is your tutorial?’ Michael asked. 


‘Half-four,’ and he stretched out his arm, ‘half an hour,
yet.’ He turned back to the window. ‘I haven’t looked at the problem sheet for
a couple of days. I should probably read it through again.’ He looked back
briefly over his shoulder. ‘Hmn?’


Rhetorical question. Michael opened the biscuit tin and
peered in. ‘You should conserve your energy, really.’


There were footsteps along the corridor outside the room,
and voices. Michael sat on the floor sweeping together his papers. The pattern
of checks on James’ blue mug made him think of timetables. 


He was a little worried about the summer exams. 


___


 


‘Illustrate for me the point made in this morning’s lecture
about the correction to the measurement,’ said Dr. Caroll. He had too much the
appearance of an academic. He was a dark haired man, tweed jacket, woollen grey
trousers, fussy shirt, long thin glasses which could be looked over instead of
through. A boy standing before the white board of an overcrowded office was
working out an answer. Dr. Caroll sat in a great, capacious chair watching
students watch his work. Though conscious of him, James felt preoccupied. He
could not stop his eyes flashing to the grey sky. It was barely visible through
the streaming rain, the window beyond the whiteboard and the desk where Dr. Caroll
watched. The room was close and oppressive. The weak yellow light mixed dully
with the atmosphere. James tried to suppress a yawn. Dr. Caroll turned towards
James and cleared his throat. James sat up straight. He was asked about the
calculation on the board. He rose slowly, a solution working out in his head,
numbers slicing through the torpor. James grabbed a marker, and glanced again
automatically at the older man as if he asked permission before reaching
upwards and beginning to write on the board. His focus grew. He wrote quickly.
He filled half the board, but he was only part of the way through the answer
when his tutor interrupted him.


‘Alright.  Let’s leave it for this week,’ the voice drawled.
James paused, and looked at him quizzically. ‘We are ten minutes over time as
it is,’ the man did not meet his eyes, his focus swept the other students,
sitting in varying stances of attention. James dropped his arm limply, feeling
a sluggishly aroused emotion. Before James could realise, the others had risen,
gathering their things together, satchels were snatched up and chairs grated
back in swift discord. James’ tutorial partner gave him a sympathetic glance.
As the door swung shut behind them, James walked back to his things.


As he exited the classroom James looked down at the chair by
the door. On the chair were remaining copies from a pile of problem sheets,
left with the tutor’s orders to be taken away by the class, answered and handed
in for special marking. The handwritten title was grittily semi-transparent
from photocopying. And the title that Dr. Caroll had chosen was “Testing”.
James picked up a set.


___


 


James decided to put his books in his room. He headed across
a quadrangle at speed. Passing students were criss-crossing each other heading
to dormitory staircases and out of college. He nodded to some of them, but he
focussed on his destination. 


In his stomach he felt a gnawing sense of something, hunger
perhaps or maybe anger. He thought hunger. Running up treacherous slick stairs
he snagged his foot and hopped to his door. Still moving quickly he unloaded
his bag onto his desk, and grabbed a towel to mop at his damp hair, and outside
the rain continued to pour. James packed his papers into a folder, pulled on
his mackintosh and headed out again. He strolled back across the quad, out of
college and across the road to a newsagent-come-convenience store. He ran in
out of the downpour and he stood for a while dripping onto the entrance mat.


‘Lovely weather,’ joked a balding man, middle-aged, behind
the till. James smiled a little. He picked up tea and a packet of crisps and
deposited them on the counter.


‘That all?’ asked the man, ringing up the prices.


‘Um, I think so… no, hang on,’ James replied. He turned back
to the shelves for a moment. ‘Toast,’ he thought to himself, picking up a loaf
of bread. Other shoppers were picking up notepads and pens, focussed, diligent
types. He envied them. He brought the bread to the counter, paying for his
small load of groceries with change. He paused automatically at the shop
threshold, braced himself for the rain. 


___


 


He found himself a bench sheltered under dense trees in a
quad in college. The sun had broken through the clouds and the rain, now
gentler, was falling in fiery drops through the afternoon sunlight. He sat with
some of his study notes open on his knees, eating his crisps in twos and
threes. Looking up he saw a figure fogged with rain see him and stop. Striding
towards him under a dripping umbrella, it resolved itself out of the
precipitation. James wondered how he knew him, he had met him before maybe.
Yes, he knew him slightly. He ticked through possible names in his head. Something
beginning with an “A”. James thought, ‘Andrew? Alfred? Was anyone called Alfred
anymore...?  Alex?’ 


The maybe-stranger wore a baggy green sweater and dark
jeans. He was tan and high-cheekboned. The clothes were an incongruous fit to
his personality, so sharp and smooth he appeared to James, walking with his
easy, confidant manner. 


‘Hey.’


‘Hi Alex,’ James said, guessing, feeling keen. 


‘Have you noticed it’s raining?’ Alex queried, flashing a
smile at being remembered. Sitting down on the bench next to James, Alex
watched the quad, and James, as he pulled out a can of drink from somewhere.


‘I have, yep,’ said James after the pause, gesturing and
making his packet of crisps rustle. Alex’s dark eyes were gleaming. Alex
watched him. James glanced between him and the diamond-spark bright quad. ‘It’s
stuffy inside,’ he explained. 


‘Had a horrendous tutorial,’ Alex said. James altered his
posture to indicate curiosity. He looked at his crisps.


 ‘Want a crisp?’ 


Alex took a crisp. A moment or two passed, while the rain
was falling.  


‘I’m sitting here eating crisps, right,’ said James, ‘and I’m
enjoying them, don’t get me wrong. But, what I really feel is, I’d like to be
eating toast.’


‘Mmm,’ nodded Alex, ‘way of the world.’


A bell rang on James’ phone. He slipped it out of his
pocket, handing Alex the packet of crisps. The clock image on the front was
obscured by an email link. James found himself checking the time automatically
before touching the alert. The message appeared to be a mailed link to a video.
Text above and below explained its origin – but not who had sent it. It claimed
to be from the International Space Station – a live feed from high
definition cameras mounted outside the station. The cameras were pointed
downwards. As he focussed James momentarily saw his grey eyes reflected on a
dark screen as the video buffered, then an arc of blue Earth flashed onto the
screen. ‘Look’, said James. Alex watched over his shoulder.  Something marred
the high-definition video. A blur shaded over a part of the Earth. James licked
his finger and rubbed at the screen. 


___


 


That night James dreamt of motion and energy and vast,
wheeling galaxies. He rose very early in his quiet room. He was wrapped in a
thin quilt with his sweaters and coat piled where he had cast them on the bed
on top of him. He was warm. While he thought about maybe sitting up – he stretched
guardedly, not wanting to shift the blanket. The curtains, dark red, were shut.
The night had been cold. Books piled in an untidy heap on the floor were
anonymous shapes. The room felt dim, dark and red and safe. He reached out to
the curtain, his fingers just reaching, dragged at it. The bare pre-dawn light
fell on his forearm like a slim blade. His eyes adjusted so that around him
ambient light rose to reveal all the detail in his room. James turned in bed to
look over at his desk, far from the window. It was still a hulking shape in
semi-dark with things obscurely scattered on it. What he could see for sure was
a foreshortened pale rectangle, a photocopied print-out. He recognised it as
the problem sheet that had been allocated in the tutorial. There was that
gnawing fury again. He felt hidden, unrecognised. He looked away. Fresher’s
handout booklets were also strewn on his desk, he knew, although he could not
discern them. His eyes drifted to loan ads pinned to his dartboard, lucent as
if he was in film noir. He squinted. They intimated youngsters ought to get on
and demonstrate worth. They said spend your energy profitably, young man.
He wanted to be a hard-working, down to earth person. He recalled the title Dr.
Caroll had given the problem set. “Testing.” He looked up toward the ceiling.


It was early enough that it was silent in his room, no sound
through the thin dormitory walls. The occupant of the neighbouring room on one
side, a Doug, was not up. No noise of chair scraping at his desk, thuds and
clinks, the basins running water, the singing of the pipes. 


James rose. He dragged himself together with the quilt and
his clothes as a burden to sit on the floor where books were piled. Grabbing at
the problem sheet he read the first line of the first problem, slowly, almost
spelling it out. It revealed itself to him to be a mechanical conundrum. 


Interesting. He grinned involuntarily. He realised it
was based around a mathematical equation he had seen. THAT equation, he
thought. He knew the one he needed. He recognised an idea of it. The image of
it pulled at him. He had seen it written up on a board on one of those days
when he was sleepy all day. He had sat half-listening in the lecture. He had
not written any notes. Something told him he should know that one formula in
his sleep. But he could not write it down now he was awake. He needed a
textbook or something, he realised, not like one of the general ones he had.
Irritated, he hauled his soft satchel from the chair where it rested by the
desk. His room was tidier than Michael’s, at least. He shook out a timetable to
consult. When could he get to the library? He had to scan the grid with a
finger in the low light. After compulsory morning lectures, according to the
timetable, the schedules varied every day. There was a gap in today’s timetable
after the morning class. Plan. James’ squared his shoulders. He sternly
circled the time gap in biro. Then he stretched again, looked around, yawned
for a while and then for the hell of it read the second problem on the sheet. 


He found it to be an astrophysical quandary which took a
first and a second reading. This one he could play with. The light in
the room seemed to him to rise a little. Pictures flew around in his
imagination. He scrabbled around for a pad of paper, flopping down on his
stomach, up on his elbows and creasing the pad as he dragged it before him. He
drew boxes and vectors quickly, a second figure, a third, a happening in
motion. Then numbers flowed out of his pen, he was writing more and more
quickly, covering sheets of paper with rapid mathematics. His heels drummed on
the radiator.


Presently, the sounds of sets of morning feet in slippers
and barefoot shuffling on linoleum filtered in from the corridor. Two people
were having a sleepy squabble, probably in a queue gathered for one of the
shower stalls on the other side of the dorm from his room. His focus flew out
from close concentration. He found himself listening. He rubbed his head. A
green and red display of the time caught his eye, blinking at him from an aged,
inherited clock stereo at the side of the squeaky college bed. The bed bore the
additional quality of being sloping. Somehow an hour had passed. Campus and
college of the university at which James was a first year student were dotted
across the industrial town. The lecture halls he had to get to for morning
instruction were out by the meadows. He was shocked into movement. He stood up quickly.
He grabbed for shower things. 


He could be on time if he hurried. 


___


 


Racing down to the quad he found the air was cold. Few
people were out there, but James had to gasp and avoid a figure that suddenly
seemed to swagger into his way. Turning around James saw the face. Ed. 


Michael, Ed and James attended the same college. This was
coincidental because it was not the place where James had become acquainted
with either of them. The start of term for first year students had been a blur
of paperwork and handshakes. Problem-sheets were handed out almost immediately,
before the lectures began; then there were timetables, notes for induction
ceremonies and all the cards to obtain. The primary library building was one of
the dispensation centres where the novice undergraduates had had to gather.
James had followed one of the maps in the application pack and found something
that looked like a grand theatre with marble-painted columns and a broad
forecourt paved with white and grey lines as patterns before iron and
gold-painted railings rose up, not like a library at all. To sign up for one of
the administrative cards they all needed the students first had to go upstairs,
via ornate stone steps with carved balustrades, to the richly wood-panelled
offices on the first floor. This library, the colleges, the exam schools, they
all looked like film-sets, complete with improbably high ceilings. Only the
hordes of confused young people queuing for things with forms in their hands
made them look like administrative offices everywhere. Some of them were in
groups, people they had started talking to within the corridors and corridors
of accommodation at their colleges. Sometimes they knew people from the schools
they had just graduated from.


No friends from his school had come to this University this
year, just James, but he had been swapping scissors and pens with an easily
smiling guy down his corridor as they had been unpacking at the beginning of
the great adventure. There had been lots of people unpacking and carrying
things, lucky ones offering cookies and cakes around as they uncovered treats
their parents had slipped into their cases. People clustered together. For most
of them it was their first time moving away from home. Even so, that morning
James had decided he preferred to tackle the aisles and forms by himself.


It would be easier to remember where he was going that way. 


The beginners signed up upstairs at a first bureaucratic
hurdle, and then moved back downstairs after having passed it, to line up for
university library cards. It could have been a holding pattern. All students
from all colleges had to fulfil this procedure, so there were hundreds of
students around him. The people waiting at the second stage already filled the
corridor so the later kids had to skitter past them, all in a line. It was like
a folk dance, James thought. If James had been one of the people who got up
early, who found out beforehand where they should be going and kept to
schedules, he would be on the other side of the moving line. James had arrived
when the queue had snaked past the library entrance past these models of
preparedness to crowd on the cobbles of the court. 


James had noticed Michael as he sidestepped in the narrow
corridor past the head of the queue, because everyone noticed him. Michael
looked like an underwear model: all lithe, with broad shoulders and muscles
difficult to hide in an ordinary dress shirt. James had the impression he had
seen him or someone very like him on a billboard, in monochrome, head to
inhumanly tapering waist, holding a surfboard and brooding. With a bottle of
aftershave eclipsing him. Standing close to the head of the queue for library
card applications, the unfortunate photogenic teenager was listening to the
person before him discuss the subjects he had studied for A-levels. The table
at the top of the queue held sheets of administrative lists to be ticked and
completed. James noticed people noting him as he curved his very tall frame to
write his details, and he thought it must feel very awkward for him. The
students were loaded with explanatory material. Holding the guide-book,
pencils, and folder he carried while writing became too much for him. The
strange, tall boy dropped everything. He scrabbled to pick them up and back
over they went again. ‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Hang on. Sorry,’ James had heard.
By that time James was nearly at the doors to the courtyard, heading outside,
to wait in the line out there. He immediately recognised the mantra of the
slightly awkward person burdened with self-consciousness. He nipped back. He
picked up the folder and notes, not handing them over, remaining by the desk
holding the articles while he nodded for Michael to finish signing up. It took
a few minutes and he heard that Michael was already on the second stanza of his
ancient and revered chant. ‘Sorry, thanks. Thanks. It won’t take a minute.’ It
made James feel at home.


James had held on to Michael’s paraphernalia and stayed with
him as they queued at the next desk, completing the matriculation admin’. Then
Michael waited with James as he went back to his stage in the process, and was
voluble with gratitude.


James met Ed the same day as he met Michael. In fact, it had
been their vast wonder at the slick public school phenomenon that Ed had been
on that day that had made them move a little closer together after
matriculation. When they returned to college, Ed, coiffed and wearing a blazer,
was introducing himself to the Master and the Burser and the tutors filtering
out of their staff common room with a handshake and a slightly ingratiating bob
of the head. He spoke with each of them to some length. 


People do not really sneer at other people, James found. But
there is a sort of non-acknowledgement, a way of looking over people. The other
reason James remembered Ed on that day was because of that first time that there
had been a surprisingly direct look from Ed as he coasted by. On that first
occasion they had met each other’s glances; James thought he saw a faint nod.
He almost smiled back, but the moment passed quickly. James heard Ed get back
to his conversation with a gesture towards James. ‘Hard-working type who will
probably obtain a tolerable pass,’ were the words that James caught. Nice,
James thought. That was based on nothing. Just lovely.


In Freshers’ week, there were crowds and he was everywhere. ‘Who
is that?’ Michael queried James at the Sports Societies Fair, his eyes
following Ed while he worked the crowd for contacts from the notional starting
gun while Michael and James watched, baffled. Ed flashed smiles, waves, pumped
hands, bumped into people, or blanked them, based on some rules of relevance. ‘Does
he have clones, do you think?’ 


‘That man will be everyone’s boss,’ James said, glumly.


At another fair, the subject fair, where student societies
of Science or History were supported by tutors, James, still buoyed by the
newness of everything, met Ed face to face. A young woman was leafleting for the
Arts Society, and Ed was alternately speaking under his breath to the tutor
supporting the society at the fair and interrupting and contradicting the student
leafleter on anything she said to anyone. The tutor revealed himself to
be an alumnus of Ed’s old school. He had been Head Boy. As the leafleting
student petered off in her efforts, Ed moved into closer conversation with the
older man. She turned away to approaching students and handed out some leaflets,
and as James arrived near her she began,


‘If you would like to join this group...’ Ed, promptly drew
a breath and opened his mouth to interrupt and the young woman leafleter
finally gave a sigh of aggravation.  


‘What?’ James said to Ed. ‘She hasn’t even said anything,
yet, mate.’ James watched the tutor’s eyes narrow. Ed exchanged looks with the
Arts Society educator, giving a casual laugh and shrug. 


When James met up for the first time with the class full of
people from his college who shared his subject, he was nervous, expecting most
to be better prepared and mathematical. He wanted to find out all about
science, and to mess about with everything interesting and inspiring. He was
excited. In his head he told himself not to be excited, to be better, like the
sensible kids had been at school – with their practicing of test exam questions
and memorising of preparatory essays. They got through the courses painlessly.
He understood that line of attack, biased towards exam preparation,
preparation, preparation. It was wisest. James feared he did not have that
focus. He was just so interested in all the science stuff. It would
be a waste not to have science fun. And just to have fun. Dr. Caroll
entered from a separate door to the group of students, and James with the
others shuffled forward bashfully around his desk. The older man spent a while
portentously gathering the files he had brought, not yet engaging with the
novices. James stopped watching him, instead looking at the floor and listening
to a whispered conversation that was going on. Behind James a couple of the
lads he had made a nodding acquaintance with were whispering about comments
with marks they had gotten, or heard of, while at school. “Ridiculous” was
floated, “could do better”. 


‘I got good marks usually, and bad comments,’ James heard one
say.


James, half-turning with a grin and whispering out of the
corner of his mouth, ‘me too, a load of question marks and “unconventional”
written on top,’ he said, and some listeners actually giggled. Everyone felt
very young, for a moment.  Dr. Caroll broke his stand-off, looking at James.


He vociferated, ‘I think we expect you not to attempt
to fit in.’ James physically backed away. 


‘Sorry,’ he said, not sure why.


___


 


Now Ed had adapted his appearance. He wore khakis and his
blond hair was grown-out and formed into dreadlocks. He had acquired an
enormous woven multicoloured jacket from somewhere. Overall he was looking like
an escapee from a glossy magazine called Urban Student – or like an
advertisement for the role of student union president. He was not alone. There
were four more students following in conventional blazers of the style Ed used
to wear, three of them girls carrying slim handled handbags and the boy
carrying nothing, giving out the illusion of a partially armed military parade.
Ed’s eyes simply glossed over James. Discombobulated by his own sidesteps,
James stopped short, before he nearly bumped one of them. ‘Sorry,’ he said,
hurriedly. She ignored him and glanced over his head at Ed. ‘Um,’ he said,
backing away.


Then he tripped over his feet on the cobbled path down to
the quad exit, gasped and tumbled over. Books had escaped his rucksack, and his
ankle tingled. He was aware the watchful group had stopped and were snorting at
the hilarity of his being sprawled at the foot of the steps. He was strategic. ‘Ow,’
he said. ‘Walk it off,’ he said to himself, and pulled himself up. He reached
his phone out of his pocket and touched it. It informed him he still had time.
Reloading his bag on the move, he was heading for a street which took him through
town to open ground. The college bells were ringing the hour.


___


 


James treaded through the dew-wet grass, embarrassed. He
re-planned his study in his head. The early morning sunlight was soft white and
the air was sharp with cold, tasting almost metallic. And striding through the
almost deserted Parks made him feel awake and alive. The dew on the grass
sheened it glittering white and the whiteness further away seemed to rise above
it in a fine, low mist. The low reaching branches of the trees edging the lawn
stretched out spindly fingers to clutch at this vague fog. Silence and
stillness reigned. In the distance he could see two hooded figures approaching
him, half-hidden below the giant trees. The silence is thunderous. It could
deafen me. The feeling made him wonder if he should keep going, or find
another route. Turning towards the north gate he noticed a family out in the
morning; a mother, sitting on a park bench, and two young girls, running in
circles. One caught up with the other, giggling and shrieking. James felt the
sound break the silence like shattered glass. The sunlight warmed, slackening
the atmosphere. He looked over to the bank of trees, scanning the dark ground.
The hooded figures were closer now. They were becoming two schoolgirls in blue
overcoats. James glanced at his phone. He strode past the bench towards the
gate and as he walked by one of the small children ran full steam into his leg.
The tiny creature leaned back to look up.


___


 


The lecturer’s voice rang around the old room. James’ gaze
flickered back and forth from the clock high on the wall. Numbers and letters
in Greek had moved and disappeared on the dark board. Words and footsteps
rebounded off wood and stone throughout the building, echoing through to the
multi-benched auditorium, mingling with a world of whispered voices and
rustling of paper. The undergraduates sat and watched and scribbled through the
long morning. The day so far had been slow, familiar. He had pulled himself out
from that crazy feeling. As a lecturer gestured in a circle she talked about
orbits around planets, James thought he was understanding. He drew circles and
arrows. One girl interrupted quietly. James turned to look at her. He glanced
up at the student next to him, who was nodding. The guy next along was
different. He looked puzzled. Someone James could relate to. James always
related to the puzzled ones when people were talking. He would have exchanged a
companionable look, but the other boy was looking back through his notes now.
The peroration ended and the lecturer gathered up her notes as the buzz of the
students’ voices began to rise over the lecture theatre. 


James pulled the problem sheet out of his bag to check the
topic again, before he could head to the library. A solitary few of the
students came forward to question the lecturer on specific topics, books in
hands. As James watched them, two other new people were entering the lecture
theatre. They moved quietly toward the front, and received a brief smile and
nod from the lecturer. James’ attention shifted to them. They lowered the long,
sliding blackboards and started to rub at them vigorously using white sponge
and chamois leather. He did not know who they were, he did not know if they
were older students or teaching assistants, or special auditorium staff, but he
had seen them before. He wondered if they were instituted as a maintenance
measure to prevent the board surfaces thickening with chalk dust, before they
became cloudy, harder to read. 


James like chalk boards. He liked them better than e-boards
and projectors which were everywhere. Chalk slowed the lecturers. The teachers would
explain more as they chalked up everything. He could absorb more at that
scratched speed of writing. 


He did not know who they were, the blackboard cleaners who
were making everything smooth and clear. He wondered about the role, and his
antennae popped up. He wondered if it was a job he could do. And where he might
see a card for part-time jobs advertising the role, pinned up. The location
could not be more convenient. 


The first blackboard cleaner was older, a matronly woman.
The second seemed to be further away than James thought. Separate from the
board as James’ gaze flicked to it. James found him at the corner of the room,
at the corner of his eye. At the edge. Not quite in his vision. James “humphed”
and leaned down to retie his shoelaces. 


He was pale, dark-haired, and a man – James could see when his
gaze finally fixed upon him. James felt cold. He straightened slowly. 


The long, angular figure swept with metronome arms. James
felt he knew the figure, in a dreaming sense. Or could he be familiar for
another reason? Was he another class’s lecturer, perhaps?


The board was being swept in rough strokes. James could
almost feel the strain in the man’s forearm. It inspired James to wince. 


James could see the chalk caked and crusted incongruous along
the sleeve of the man’s long and dark coat. I would have taken the coat off,
James tried to smile to himself. But swiping drags, intermittently striking,
sounded only inside James’ ears, grinding like a saw on old metal. James’ saw
sparks behind his eyes. He heard shrieks. He shook his head. This man seemed to
have been standing there for more years than he could comprehend, swipes
circling around and around, orbits.


…James inhaled deeply on impulse. The chalk dust smelled
thick and mustily sweet; he thought of the grey sky outdoors and the cool air
in the parks. He rose abruptly to get outside.


___


 


James stepped out into the street walking quickly, and
headed straight in the direction of the Central Library. Towards the west where
the sky seemed brighter. The University libraries were open until eleven o’clock
at night, or later. The smaller college libraries were open all night. The
streets were still busy, if not with the shopping rush he had seen earlier in
the year. It was brighter. The sun was high in the sky. As he walked
into the light James started to feel more comfortable. Feeling the warm breeze
of the temperate, spring noon he threaded his way through larger crowds outside
pubs and by the bus stops. He strode before the shop fronts and the light
became brighter. He focussed only on thinking about what would constitute the search
for a book with that one equation he had in his head. He was unfamiliar with
the larger libraries that decorated the campus. Since he had moved into college
he had only used the small college library which held the syllabus books, and
some old texts. He had once found some with fascinating curly formulae which had
kept him up reading all night, only disturbed when the librarian and the
custodians arrived back in the morning. A sense of apprehension notwithstanding,
he found himself smiling occasionally and automatically at passers-by. 


He neared a pillar box, set in from the pavement. It was
wide enough in circumference that pedestrians were squeezed into rapids next to
it and then flushed out in a fan before it. Four men were standing next to each
other and smoking or vaping. By the line of the men the smoke rose up and
disappeared into light blue above. He smelled the air everywhere changing and he
felt thick. A wave of nausea struck. His vision swam, the ground seemed to move
before it cleared. The men still sipped drags, talked to each other. Even
knowing that, James could hear a muffled moan turning into the screech of
metal, long and wailing. James swung away and looked around the vista of tall
buildings and they all appeared to tremble. All at the edges of his vision
sparks arced and flared in white and purple colours, superimposed with the
ground’s shuddering. He turned to look at the men. The men, as he was looking
at them, shook away, displaced from silhouettes of themselves, in faint green
that dispersed. He gaped, he looked left. Bicycles leaning against railings
wavered.


He felt undetermined. He moved, though, along the pavement, close
to the crowds. And as people passed by him he monitored surreptitiously. Did
they notice? Another jolt moved rattling the buildings, and the sky. James
lost his balance and leant heavily against the ancient stone of a building of
another college. 


He thought that the Great Central library was not far away. He
could make it that far. He steeled himself. He pushed out with an arm to force
himself to stand vertically. He set off. The building, a graceful behemoth,
rose before him. He reached the entrance to it. Revolving doors. He looked away,
confronted by the bodies in wheeling glass, momentarily disorientated. When he
could hear the entrance had cleared, James pushed his hands against the cool
glass of the partitions. He set the door in motion and stepped through into the
grand vestibule, suddenly claustrophobic to him and strange. A librarian, woollen
waistcoat with a chain leading to keys half visible, stood checking books at a
desk. Apart from the librarian, only a handful of patrons were in James’ field
of vision. James paused, watching something. The library official clumsily set
down a stack of books; his features creased in discomfort. The people around
him looked up and around. Were they listening? Waves of unease slid over
him. James could not hear what they heard. His distraction became optical. His
vision blurred. The people around traced green-grey patterns with their
movements. Suddenly there was a squeal of tires in the street outside. Odd,
to be able to hear it through these dense walls. 


James backtracked straight out, through the spinning doors,
to a roar of raised voices. The shocks were coming thicker and more quickly
now. The displaced sky left a spectrum of green and violet. Another screech of
tires, and the unbelievably loud thud of a collision. James started. He
swallowed, and began picking his way slowly through the collected people. There
was swaying and tumbling amongst them. He moved toward the alarm, struggling to
keep his balance as the world weaved. He could see an edge of something, like
dark smoke, mingled in the crowd, sharp, angled, or rags, a coat, something
else. No, wait. It’s just a man, James saw him. Except, it was that he
was seeing him again. A half-familiar man. Sparks were flying in James’
head. Stepping out from between bystanders, all of them looking to the crash,
came the dark figure. The only figure turned towards James. James felt a
stopped up feeling in his throat and did not walk. He backed up, bumping into
people behind him. He gasped and glanced backward. He saw them and raised his
arms in an apology to them. He side-stepped out of their way. Another jolt. The
ground weaved a spiral as if it had been struck. He scarecrowed with his arms
to keep his balance. The cluster of spectators nearest to him was colliding
internally. James turned to watch the figure again. It was suddenly moving.
James realised he was the target. James stared. He could not resolve the top of
a face where the figure’s eyes should have been. Hole eyes? From this
distance they were empty, tunnels deeper than his head. The figure curved
forward. As it slowly pulled out of the scrum, a cluster of people on two sides
of the darkness were falling away and dropping limply, leaving brief green
shadows.  The man, the blackboard cleaner, was closing on him with empty eyes
James had not seen in the morning. The figure moved to James as James turned to
run. He did not understand what it was, or why he had been noticed. He had to
get it away from the people. He set off at a sprint. He broke from the busy
pavement and headed in a direction that would lead away from the busier part of
the city, the University part of the city. His gaze flicked back. It followed. He
scrambled past the shopping centre. He found himself among less glamorous
architecture. Where he was tremors shook tenement houses of warm red brick.
Tripping, lurching, and crawling, he struggled past them. He looked back, back
toward the following shadow. His boots thudded down with each stride, his
elbows slicing, pumping with his knees he gained a lead. As air filled his
lungs the sensation made him smile involuntarily. There were blockish grey
buildings far ahead, with fading industrial logos, and he headed to them. In
minutes the streets were wide and even. A warehouse structure loomed. Vacant
seeming. He was thinking there were fewer people here. James looked up, on
stumbling around a corner to see a sign above a set of double doors. “Working
Men’s Club” was written in flaking paint. He stopped. He leaned on the wall,
his breath ragged. Through dusty doors tables and chairs were visible. He
opened one of the doors partway for a moment, hoping to find it empty. There
was a bar, by the door where James was standing. It was shuttered closed. A
couple of elderly gentlemen were sitting at the small, round wooden tables.
They read newspapers. This is not sanctuary, he realised. James moved his
head back and shut the door.


Instantly a jolt shook the world and sent James sprawling to
the ground. The sky was displaced again; but now he could hear a ticking beat,
discordant with the quaking of the earth. It caused his senses to sharpen. He
heard, from all directions, voices. They were anguished, raised in fear. He
pressed his hands to his ears and folded over. Muffled, the sounds of
confusion, and painfully thundering, running feet, louder, and louder. He
leaned up, looked back. The man-like thing was not in sight, but he was sure,
he feared, it was coming. He had to move. He straightened, pushed up. He
dragged himself erect in a heartbeat. He spied another doorway just a little
further ahead. He moved through air which felt thick. He gathered up the
strength of his panic to launch himself into a passage it led to.


Away from the insanity and motion of the world behind him;
there were no tremors in this corridor. Grey walls, metallic, industrial. No
staples or seams. The sound of the shaking and crying he could hear in the
street was dying away exponentially, even the gentle beating sound was left
behind. He looked around, unsure.


He moved forward. Warmth was flooding over James. Far away
and forward he could see another opening, fluorescent.


He slowed, but did not stop. He headed determinedly for the
bright doorway. The heat became stronger as he approached the glowing at the
end of the corridor. The illumination was on his face now.


___


 


He was through suddenly into cold air, tasting like cold
metal on his tongue. He looked up reflexively. Above him storm driven clouds
ranged over brown-green grass, shaking in shuddering streaks, growing thick out
of a passage of hard soil and rock, barely fifty metres wide, until on both
sides the ground fell to water. He spun around. No corridor, no door. Oh no
no no. James winced. His skin stung and prickled from the intense warmth he
had felt as he stepped through the threshold. 


He looked at his arms, and gasped. The skin was raw and
blistered. His hands stung as though the skin had been ripped from them. 


“Ow,” James took a step forward, “oh, ow, ow, ow.” The damp
metallic smell from the earth seemed to intensify and rise up from the ground.
In a sudden moment the world around him changed. The cold air in his ears
sounded different. The heavens opened and roaring down, like thunder, came an
ocean of blessed icy rain. Green-black waves, singing, rattling like the
metallic air on his tongue, as the rain struck them, struck the rocks by the
shore. The rocks that rose out of the sea were larger, climbing into black
cliffs. These cliffs, to which scant vegetation clung like fungus blurred
through the sudden precipitation, as if James were looking through faulted
glass. Far away and above, on the cliffs, the grass grew high again, green
black, looking to James like jagged glass, or needles, broken, maybe by this
tempest. Standing proud and desolate on the high ground of the cliffs, James’
eyes followed the jagged edges up in the fog of rain, the same as the black
cliffs but changing into the resolute angles of blocks of black stone, he saw
the castle. He was breathing unevenly, overcome by the pain of burning on his
face and arms. He sat down, weakly, on the grass, the burnt skin on his face
was stinging distressingly, sending the blood pounding through the veins in his
neck. James was worried his vision was fading. The warm red behind his eyes
glowed again; he opened his dry eyelids, his vision cleared. 


He shut his eyes, listening for the heartbeat that had led
him this far. He could not hear it. Nothing. Or perhaps it was being drowned
out by the thunder of the rainfall on the dark water. It streamed down. In
minutes he was trembling. He opened his eyes, and looked in consternation at
his blue fingernails.


He breathed on them, clasped his hands under his arms. That
made his skin sore. He craned to look back. The opening behind him was gone. He
blinked. Veering around he saw the high ground above the mad water stretched
forward, twisting slowly. Between him and the fortress there was ocean. If he
left the proximity of the doorway, he might not be able to find it again. What
if he left and the door opened again? How long could he wait?  He could not just
stand in the rain. He had to find help. 


There seemed to be nothing to do but walk.


James took two determined steps forward.
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