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    Prologue




    She cut down through the water in a precise, controlled movement. Further down this trench, pressure began to stretch her skin again, and it was at this level that she would usually forget the colour of the sun, the brightness, even the concept of warmth. Distances began to mean less, became more abstract. In the deep, life followed a different set of values. You could see filter feeders, bichir, gouramis, but you could also taste the salt more, sense the movements of the water in thick, unavoidable drifts. And you were required to perceive things on an entirely new level.




    She fell for nearly a quarter of the day through differing shades of darkness.




    A shark followed a school of tuna that circled with the currents, trailing one another, and within a second she could no longer sense them, only the drag they had left in the water. Bubbles of oxygen shot along her skin, through her hair, and she looked up for them to have long gone. She regarded a trickle of oil, spilt along the floor, black on black, could sense it. Organisms burrowed into the sediment, extracting minerals. With compassion, she hoped that they were waving their antennae in delight-she liked to think everything was satisfied, at one with their existence. For a moment she floated above them, feeling, then swam along the ocean floor.




    Towards glimmering lights.




    They appeared at first as a blur, but as she came closer they took the form of viscous diamonds. Soon they were all you could see, dazzling, an unnatural phenomena, but it was home. There were thousands of them, arranged in neat lanes, rows, built around a framework that hadn’t yet presented itself clear enough.




    At her side a vent spurted suddenly, forcing her to dive away as it vomited ultra-high temperature water, minerals. An explosion of heat, a change in currents. A moment too late and she would have been boiled, she knew that. However this needed fixing. It posed a danger to her, to the underwater community. Inside her head, she altered pressure. She generated a sound, called out through the water towards the lights. It was melodic, played along a certain scale, one that only her kind could hear.




    Other sirens came.




    She watched their shapes cut through the water until they were with her. With them they brought some encrusted piping. She couldn’t sense if it had been extracted from a dense ore, salvaged from a wreck, or sculpted from coral. Dozens of the women hauled it to the vent and in unison they lowered it. The end covered the vent that had spurted out the heated water. The piping warmed up. Heat flowed along it, back towards the light. She had removed the danger for the moment, and with another group of harmonics she sent the sirens back home, back towards the lights. In their strange tones, they talked amongst one another.




    But through the water, there was a disturbing groan-a deep bass that was felt in her stomach more than she could actually hear.




    All of the sirens spiralled to a halt, turned to face her.




    They could hear it again, and she saw the panic on their faces. Thin gills between her ribs flexed and exposed thin, translucent flaps as she breathed heavily. She knew what she needed to do. It was beginning to awaken, and her efforts were not enough to keep it for much longer. A decision was made: she called out, singing her request.




    And ordered her women to become fecund.




    Evening: the creature watched the waves fall onshore, focussed on the detail of the froth as each one covered the beach of the island of Arya. Behind him, palm branches swayed in the light wind, fizzing. He tried to calm himself. The sea was approaching, the sound of the waves not quite matching their movements. He noticed that tonight they possessed little pitch. They oozed back and forth, repeating as the wind swells were broken by the reef. Both motion and noise were hypnotising. The moon cast reflections offshore, and the water around Arya broke it up into a scattering of light. A shadow remained up ahead, where the shallow water was broken, and it looked as if a boat had sunk, spilt its cargo.




    It was the darkness cast by the reef.




    Despite his learning, which ought to have reassured him, his heart was beating fast. Whether or not there was something in the air, he couldn’t grasp-but tonight it wasn’t the reef that was making him frightened. The creature took steps back until he was in light of the beach fire, and glow illuminated one side of his body. Other such fires lined the beach, a thick, tailed shadow by each of them. Ashes sparked regularly off into the sky. Salt and decomposition filled his nose. To his other side he noted moonlit sand and the shadows of the palms that punctured it. Jasmine was pungent, offered somewhere in the distance, somewhere he wanted to be. Anywhere but here.




    But he ignored that because he was afraid, and once again he regarded the sea.




    The silhouettes of sharks drifted above his head. He swam down from the light, through air bubbles that stimulated his skin, past the photic zone in search of the ocean floor, the dark. A school of tuna swam in a circular column away from another shark in a never-ending chase. His tail heaved behind his stout legs, propelling him further down into the black. Each variant movement he made took him to within a grain of salt to where he wanted to be. His heart rate doubled, tripled.




    He stopped, hovered in the gloom. Schools of luminescent fish dazzled him, and they flipped at high speed before soaring away. He shuddered, his long hair drifted around his head. He felt vulnerable suddenly, with a vague awareness of something, but he couldn’t figure out what. Why didn’t he listen to the others? They were right to think him foolish for wanting to find out for himself.




    In a controlled thrust he swam to a piece of coral, did not touch it. Instead he simply stared at the strange substance. It was rock and animal and plant-that was what the doctor had told him, at least. It was precious. Life forms worked together, linking in vast and complex systems. And everything benefited.




    The temperature fell further, not from his descent, and he shuddered. He regretted the decision to try and see what was down there, to find and penetrate the trenches the other side of the reef. The others warned him not to go so deep. He turned in a slow arc whilst looking around in an alert state, his eyes sealed shut by a translucent film. Bubbles rose from below, regular palpitations of air jetted along his skin, tickling him. He kicked his tail down, pushed up through the dark waters. Then he paused, as if in a trance.




    He could hear the faintest of melodies. It was coming from deeper waters. The tune released him from his fear, he felt revived, the waters became warmer. Uncontrollably, he became aroused as the melody became more intense. His heart seemed to stop, suspending him in the waters, helplessly.




    The fires burned lower, more driftwood was hauled on. The creature watched his own shadow grow with the flames. Determined to see the night through, his eyes were fixed on the tide, which came in further on each push. It fizzed on the rocks, the sand, the sea plants that lined the shore. He examined the surface of the water for discrete changes, or for any signs of the one whom swam in to investigate. Everyone knew he would not return.




    The tide gradually approached the beach fires and the foam began to soak some of the driftwood before receding to ebb. His eyes were heavy, and spits of salt from the sea and the wind stung them. Halfway through the night, drizzle sparkled in the air. The mist of water was fresh, and his skin shivered. The night remained calm and the rhythm of the tide was soothing. The sound of the surf was monotonous. For how long would he have to stay here, to do this? Night after night? How long until his kind could rest easily?




    A song rose above the sea.




    He heard something tender, deep in his head. He focused on the water, tried to follow the waves, but couldn’t. He walked forward, unable to feel the sea lettuces squelching beneath his feet, then touched the foam of the water, continued out into the sea. Still the melody played in his heads, more intense than before. He became aroused, could see that the rest of his kind were following him. They all waded out pushing the water around them as it reached their chest. The movement of the sea was sluggish, pushing him like driftwood. He was standing firm, tensing the muscles in their legs as they waited for the melody to climax, something it seemed to promise.




    He glanced down into the water to see shining eyes staring back up at him, felt hands touch, caress, stimulate, crept up his thick legs. A primitive sensation flooded his body.




    And, fatally, his kind was drawn further out to sea, underwater, suffocating him. In his final moments he was aware of his, of the pain, but he was disconnected, concerned with only the melody.




    Morning: Doctor Macmillan bent down in the sunshine on the section of beach that was further up from the rocks. He looked at what he first thought was some strange, new piece of coral washed ashore, but stumbled back after had had brought it close. He recognised the segment of bowel, frowned, then noticed further organs, dry, open, next to the remains of the bonfires.




    Even at this early hour his bald head perspired. Would he ever get used to this temperature, despite his years based here? A firm, onshore breeze aired his shirt. He turned towards the dense palm forest that was yards away from where he stood to see if there was anyone there. There was no one, nothing. The forest stood calm.




    He couldn’t work out why he felt frightened, as if his routine had been consciously watched. He walked further along the shore as the fine, warm sand squeezed between his toes, headed towards the sun. Holding his hand up to his eye, he saw one of the ichthyocentaurs.




    Rather, it’s remains.




    He approached the washed-up carcass. Its chest had been cut open. He picked up a piece of driftwood to push the wound apart further, could see that the creature’s heart had been taken. The doctor explored the tissue further. The creature’s eyes were glazed open, a half smile on its bloodied face. Decaying flesh reeked, and he cringed as flies swarmed all over it like a fast-growing tumour. He stumbled back.




    The bald man stood still, stared offshore. He closed his eyes so that he could hear only the wind racing along the beach, the wave motion yards away. The surf roared in. Full of energy, he thought. He opened his eyes to watch a small gull race over his head, arc out to sea, curving along the beach, looking down to the water’s surface. It flew to the south, becoming a shadow in no time at all as it moved in front of the rising sun.




    He lowered his head, shook it. Not again. This can’t go on. There’ll be no more left if I don’t do something. A fabulous race of exotics, wiped out. And I need them to survive.




    The movement of the afternoon waves tilted the small boat. The wind was noisy. The ichthyocentaur that were sitting inside the boat were visibly scared as the doctor lowered a sack of fruit on board the long craft. He thought it would be sufficient-they never ate that much, and they could always catch some fish should they need to. It was another hot day, but he noted that the two male ichthyocentaur shivered. The doctor looked at the anatomy of these creatures for a long time, as if, in this moment, it would be the last he ever saw of them. Of course, he wouldn’t, there were more on the island. He handed over a bottle, sealed by a small piece of plant matter. Inside it was a note.




    Foam brushed his toes and plants and detritus were scattered around. Sand was lifted, smoothed over as the saltwater trickled underground. It was these small details of the world that he appreciated, and was one of the reasons he adored the island.




    This was doing the right thing. They would bring help, it will bring attention. I only hope they manage to do it safely.




    He pushed the boat and it creaked. His muscles tensed, his feet slid in the sand, pressing down to create a deep scar on the beach. Water spat up at his shirt, and it became damp and heavy. Then an ichthyocentaur picked up an oar, began to row, then the other did, and they looked at the doctor, who nodded, trying not to display too much emotion.




    It’s all right, you will be fine, he signed to them.




    They did not reply, their hands busy with steering the boat out. He sat on the sand, crossed his legs, watched the boat sail into the distance. A bend round the reef and it was gone.


  




  

    One




    Manolin stared out of the window, as he often did, to watch the rain. To him, rain was a delicate, feminine violence. From his house you could see over the lines of ships that filled the docks of Portgodel South. Water was striking wood and metal with an alarming force. Behind intricate, rusted metal work, people ran for shelter, newspapers or coats above their heads. One old man was regarding the sea with a primitive serenity, as if he wanted it to take him into a saline grave. A rumel dockworker jumped from one boat to another, his tail stretched out for balance as he dived into a metal shack. The sign on the wall said “cheap lunches”. Half opened crates were left to become islands on the cobbled harbour, brackish ponds forming around them. Faces stared out from the yellow light of dry, top floor rooms. In these shades of grey, the horizon was imperceptible.




    Manolin sipped from his glass. He didn’t like to drink wine, but she would insist they drank it together. Still, he swirled the liquid around staring at it with some disdain, aware of the meaning within this action. This was how it always was: her decisions, her choices. Tasting the tannins, he grimaced, then set the glass down by the windowsill. A vague sensation came to mind that her eyes were beginning to burn with rage. He caught her reflection in the window as she tossed her red hair back, rearranged herself in her chair. Of course, he should have known that this was what she would be like. There had been enough signs.




    The first night they were introduced: within minutes of meeting him she was already laughing at something that another man had said. From that moment, it created a need in him to keep her smiling, and when she did, there was comfort. Perhaps a man more aware of emotions would have stayed away from such a situation. Their love was intense at first, but he wasn’t old enough to realise he should have left things merely at that. They’d spend evenings where they would drink wine and she would do most of the laughing, only for them to spend the following hours sweating in the bedroom, losing control of his urges. But he didn’t like to drink wine.




    She said, ‘You never answered my question.’




    ‘You know why,’ he said.




    ‘Why?’ she said. ‘Come on, you really ought to spend more time with me. You’re never here. You’re always working.’




    He said, ‘You know I can’t get out of it. It’s been arranged for weeks. I’ve told you about it every day more or less.’ Then, ‘So, you know, why don’t you come along with me?’




    ‘You know I can’t stand them. They’re always trying to outsmart each other. You intellectuals.’ He felt as if he was constantly on his own, that she never understood him.




    Again, the elements distracted him. Manolin had always loved the sea. It was a reminder that there was something else, something more than the city. Something special that those who never left the shores would never experience, and they were poorer for it. He also loved storms. It stopped the city, for a while. It stopped the flow of people, forced a moment of peace. To him it was nature’s way of reminding everyone that they couldn’t control everything in their lives. Not that he ever wanted to control things. He was more than happy to sit back, let other people do that. Let decisions be made by those who feel the need to, he thought. Maybe it was the only reason that he stayed in this marriage.




    He turned to look at his wife, still sitting in her chair, still reading a cheap newspaper. It was something he would have once dismissed as sweet, but now he hated it. Why does that happen? he thought. Why is it that the things you love at first can be the things you resent, that cause bitterness. Or was I just blinded in the first place-that I always hated it?




    They had married only months ago. She was pretty, but that was not enough to go on. He was learning that the hard way. Red hair fell either side of her sweet face, which he’d seen turn into the nastiest of grimaces when required. And her slender figure was deceptive of the amount of strength it could generate. There were things he smiled at: he used to like the way that heels didn’t suit her tall frame, had adored the fact that she wore flat shoes when out with him. At other times he had loved walking into a tavern with her. The feeling it brought. At first, he liked the fact that she made decisions. She was the one who convinced him to get married. She was the one who booked the honeymoon. She fucked him while he lay looking up in awe.




    It hadn’t been a bad start.




    She’d been a waitress in an up market bar near Pennybrook Road, just outside the Ancient Quarter, but too near the side of the industrial areas so that it lost it’s classiness. A new line of restaurants and inns had been slapped on top of six hundred year-old cobbles. She had worn a white shirt that was a size too small, cut to enhance everything she had. He was kind, considerate. Her ex had treated her badly.




    It was inevitable.




    An exchange of addresses, three weeks of courting and a quick marriage left them boxed up by the docks.




    An oil lamp inside reflected off of the window, creating a warm haven for his eyes, and he gazed back now at his own reflection. Many considered him a handsome man, never short of admirers, but she was far more attractive. That was the way he had to have it. He wasn’t much older, his black hair did not yet show any signs of age, his brown eyes were still bright.




    ‘And why do we still have to live in this shit-hole?’ she asked, flicking a page over. Then another. ‘It’s too near the docks. Can’t we afford anything better than this?’




    She hated the sea. He hated that fact. She told him that she felt lonely without people to talk with, because that was important. Her days had become uneventful, and she felt that that no one thought about her anymore. This conversation had been brewing for some time, was a point at which she would become angry from time to time. Today, she’d been drinking too.




    The washed air that seeped under the windowsill calmed him. ‘You know it’s all we can afford. And, you know, I can’t help the fact that working in science doesn’t pay all that well.’




    She made a disapproving noise, tilted her head. ‘So why can’t you get a proper job instead of buggering about with him all the time?’ He said, ‘You never minded what I did when you met me. What’s so different now? Anyway, what about your job?’




    ‘You just can’t expect me to sit here for weeks while you’re on some expedition. You’re probably shacked up with the first tribal girl who flashes a tit at you. And my job is very respectable, thank you very much.’




    ‘Listen to me,’ he said. He felt he lost more self-respect each time this conversation took place. ‘If I’m with a girl as beautiful as you, why would I want anyone else?’ He wished he hadn’t said it to the window.




    ‘For your information, I’m not a girl,’ she said, ‘I’m a woman.’




    Since his marriage had run aground the silences were amplified to cause such an uncomfortable feeling. Each was left to their own thoughts. Unsurprisingly, to him, it was she who broke the peace.




    She said, ‘Will she be there tonight?’ ‘Will who be there?’ he said, glancing back. There was a strange expression on her face, as if she fought with herself to maintain composure, but it looked as if she wanted to laugh.




    ‘You know, his daughter-Becq. We all know she’s fond of you. You’ve only got to look at the way she stares at you.’ She was looking at the pages of the paper, but he could tell from the lack of movement in her eyes that she wasn’t looking at any of the words or pictures. He turned back to look at the view. Then she said, ‘Anyway, she’s really ugly.’




    ‘I hope you’d credit me with a little more than going for just looks.’ He shook his head. ‘Anyway, I don’t know if she’s going or not, but if Santiago is then it’s more than likely.’




    He could hear her kicking her shoes against the wooden chair. ‘Have you ever. .. slept with her? Before I came along. I won’t mind if you tell me, really. Do you see her much?’ ‘No,’ he said, quite certain she would mind. ‘No, I haven’t. I haven’t slept with anyone but you. And you know that.’




    She said, ‘You could’ve lied about it.’




    ‘Look, I only see her whenever Santiago brings her to work.’ Then, ‘But now you come to mention it, I think she may be coming along on our next research trip. That’s if Santiago deems it a part of her development.’




    ‘You know, my friend Gathya said that she saw you with her two nights ago, leaving the research centre.’ She paused for effect. The woman had clearly rehearsed this in her head. ‘You were heading up Pennybrook Lane. You were together. She said you could’ve been holding arms but it was dark.’




    He sighed, knew that this was a fragile situation. ‘I walked her home. It was raining. You know how violent the streets are round there. Only last week that girl was raped. If she’d gone on her own and something happened ... Well, I’d feel really guilty, wouldn’t I? Besides, Santiago would’ve killed me.’




    She stood up. Her paper dropped to the floor in a heap. His back was turned, but he could guess from her heavy breathing that something wasn’t right, and for some reason he didn’t yet want to look back to confirm it. She’d been getting like this all afternoon, working to some crescendo.




    ‘I see that you’re not even going to bother denying it,’ she said. ‘And she’ll be with you then-on this trip? For how long, exactly, will you be with her?’




    He said, ‘It’s likely, I’ll be honest. But I don’t know how long. Depends on the region we travel to. Anyway, I don’t even know when our next trip will be, if at all.’ Then, ‘You’ll have to cope with me being with her then.’ He cringed, shouldn’t have said that. He froze, his back still turned.




    Glass struck his head with such force that he fell forward against the side of the window with a grunt. Splinters pierced the skin of his cheek as he slid down, fell to the floor.




    ‘Fucking cheating bastard!’ She started to kick him repeatedly.




    ‘Hey, please, I haven’t done anything wrong! I never have, fuckssake, please. Damn, you’re drunk.’ To stop her kicks he grabbed her shoes. His abdomen throbbed, but she bent over to pull his hair, to scratch his face, claw it. He cried out, closed his eyes, hunched into a foetal position. She reached for anything that was nearby to strike him with.




    With his eyes closed he raised a hand above his head, caught her on the chin, grazing it.




    She stumbled back before she regained her balance. The room became timeless with a pause. She examined herself, dabbed her chin delicately, as if applying make-up. She pulled her hand back, saw the blood. ‘You hit me, you shit.’ She sighed, smiled, as if she had been waiting for him to make such a mistake.




    He stood up, brushed his shirt and breeches down, stumbled as he turned to look at her. ‘Please, I. .. I only held my hand up, I didn’t-’




    ‘Never mind that, you hit me.’ She glanced at the clock as it struck five. ‘Get out now.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Leave, go on. Get out. I’ll try and forget about this if you give me time.’




    They held each other’s gaze, but he knew better, stormed out towards the bathroom. He turned the cold tap, lifted the soothing liquid to his hot, scarred face. His hands were sweaty. It felt as if the chilled water burnt him. Gazing down into the basin, he watched the diluted blood spill down the plughole. Vaguely aware of his reflection in the mirror, he didn’t possess enough pride to look himself in the eye. Instead, he viewed the two scratches down his left cheek, a token of her love. After he washed and changed his shirt, he grabbed a wax jacket before marching out of the room without a word to her. As he looked back one last time he saw her picking up pieces of the cup. He closed the door behind him.




    She heard his footsteps as he departed and ran to the window. She watched him walk into the streets, with his collar turned up, and rainwater, stained yellow by the lamp, streaked down the window and smeared his figure as he disappeared into the docks.




    She swallowed. A pang of guilt came to her-she hit him too hard. It was unnecessary. Why did he have to lie so much? It wasn’t as if she meant any of that, it was as if something took over her body, anger forcing her hand. She glanced at the clock then her watch. Ten minutes had passed before the door was knocked three times. Smoothing her hair down and rearranging her dress, she shuffled to the door, sighed as she pulled it open.




    A man with long, tied-back brown hair stood there, brushing down his thin moustache. He was tall, and she felt both safe and threatened under his immense shadow. He dusted down his damp clothes before speaking in a bass voice. ‘I saw him leave early. Is it okay to see you now? I couldn’t wait.’




    ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes it is.’ She smiled, held out her hand to lead him inside. She kissed him on the cheek as he closed the door.




    Manolin hunched up as the rainwater fell down his face, catching the line of his wound, running down his face and collecting, with tears, on his chin. He marched, head down, towards the tavern, knowing the others would be drinking in it by now. He flicked his collar to get rid of the rain, turned it up further, stared at his feet.




    The water rattled on his coat and the cobbles, on the boats, the sea. The air smelled clean, forced a smile. For a moment, made him forget. He battled against the elements and he searched his pockets for memories. One side of his face was numbed by the weather, but he walked ignoring this discomfort. It was one thing he was good at.




    He passed alleyways that were lit by lanterns. A legless man was crouched in the shadows against a wall playing a drum. The sign outside the shop to one side said “haircuts”. The buildings here were old, towering over thin alleyways as if they would collapse into it.




    It took him twenty minutes to reach the area of Portgodel that harboured the taverns and the whorehouses. Despite the weather, the prostitutes were out, holding down their skirts, loitering around the sides of buildings. On the streets it was said you saw the less pretty ones, where their looks or age had failed to get them a regular room. Out here, Rumel women were the most stubborn, with their thick, rubbery skins, their tails rigid beneath skirts. Some of them passed drug wrappers between each other. One of the coca-skinned rumel, with a low white top, approached Manolin as he shuffled past. His face darkened.




    She said, ‘After any business?’




    Manolin shook his head, only glancing briefly at her broad face, not even wanting to connect with black eyes. He did not find rumel women all that attractive. It wasn’t the fact that they were a different species, despite being a cousin to humans, despite cross-species sex having being legalised for nearly a hundred years so that it had become acceptable socially. It just didn’t feel right, wasn’t really his scene, although you got plenty of men that wanted nothing but the strangest of encounters.




    He walked past her, stepped down off the pavement. From where he was you could see chimneys in the industrial quarter, chemical plumes standing out against the darker grey of the clouds. Next to it: the square housing towers. They were so bland, so ugly, represented everything about the city that he hated. There was so much decay, so much sleaze. With a snort of disgust, he turned away.




    Manolin closed his eyes, sighed. Right now, wanted to die-then he changed his mind to wanting his wife to die in some freak yachting accident so that he could sell her jewellery and at least get some of the money he’d wasted. He thought it funny how the best lovers did not make the best wives. It said so in all the books he’d read. All the passion only went in to one thing. He could never work out her insecurities-wasn’t him that she didn’t trust, she had said, but other women. She was probably using herself as an example.




    His held his eyes shut for a long time, the rain cleaning his face, letting his tension drip away, and with it his feelings for his wife. After some time he could think logically.




    So he opened his eyes and the world seemed just that little bit brighter.


  




  

    Two




    Above her, a moon arced over the city of Rhoam. Jella glanced across at the hundreds of spires that punctured a starlit, black and purple sky. The city was vast, the centre of being something of a museum of preserved architectures. It was one of those places where life became predictable, routine. Irregular laughter spat out a few streets away, where cafes and inns were packed in mellow lighting, the tables spilling out onto the ancient streets. Hot drinks and spirits were being served somewhere in rooms with steamed up windows. You could hear a horse on the cobbles at an even further distance. Probably drawing some lord or lady, Jella thought bitterly. Couples were laughing, talking in hidden lanes, in their own private worlds. Cats ran in packs between people’s legs, on their way to the canal.




    From the balcony view of the cityscape, Jella turned back again to watch another scene with a strange sense of fascination. She was vaguely aware that she was internalising the irony. The room she had been spying on was illuminated by one thick candle near the far wall. On the bed, a young girl straddled an obese, old man. His fingers were covered with rings, his hands pawing the young girl in a primitive, distinctly animal manner. Every time his hands glided over her, they seemed to quiver with hesitation-perhaps fighting with his morals. Watching keenly, the rumel could tell that his nerves were overriding his body because of his clumsiness. The girl’s smooth body rocked back and forth, and the man opened his mouth as if to groan as she ran her hands around the base of his neck. A constant expression of awe never left his face when he touched her small breasts. The girl flicked back her long, dark hair, and looked at him in a way to check if he was watching what she was doing.




    So young and yet so aware of herself, Jella thought. Of her performance.




    The man finished with a shudder. The girl seemed distinctly unimpressed, didn’t seem as if she really cared, but she ran her small hands over the grey hairs with a distant look in her eyes. She didn’t want to be there.




    Whilst outside, in the shadows, Jella smiled. She thought about the money she would get from this operation. Blackmail was always worth it when done in such a calculating manner. She looked down off the balcony she had been crouched on for some time. The rumel waved to her comrades below knowing only her grey hand would be visible outside of her outfit. There were movements on the cobbles in front of the old house.




    This ambient sound of civilisation was comforting. It was not so much a noise, but a sensation, one which calmed the rumel woman. Her tail became still, representative of her current state. But she knew that the wealthy lived out there, and that saddened her. Jella was conscious of the fact that she lived in that other place, one significantly removed from this painful glory.




    A sound made her jerk her head. She looked into the window, back inside the bedroom. The door on the inside opened, and two men, one thin, one stocky, both dressed in the black outfits, formed shadows in the doorway. One of them held a box, the other a long, curved blade. Jella heard raised voices, but already knew the conversation off by heart. They were all the same. The shock, the self-disgust and panic. Blackmail using a young prostitute had worked. Again. The money was useful. It was all a contribution to her schemes.




    It was so easy to do this way. A sign of the times. If a man had so much time and money, and he thought that he could get away with it, then he would certainly try anything. Sex was the driving force of the world, not money: this was something Jella was adamant about. That, and the fact that female morality was the only check on a natural male temperament.




    She had discovered a radiograph unit, left out for rubbish near one of the lanes behind the opera house. It recorded sound onto a magnetic film. She did not know how it worked, or the technology behind it, but was aware of the potential. It was a relic, and it was all she needed. That was the thing about this world. Ever since the rebellion to science, an age that she would only know through rumours, stories, rare history texts, you could often find devices that no one knew of, or a technology of which they would simply be in awe.




    With a few witnesses and a radiograph, Lord BarcIay , the man in question, would lose his wealth, reputation, his house, his life. Finding the girl was the easy part. Jella thought that young girls were loose and curious in Rhoam. It made her angry. Some were spoiled, covered in make-up, putting it about, pretending they were much older, competing with each other for admiration. Whatever happened to childhood? She would have done absolutely anything for a childhood, a real one, with a safe family, security.




    Her last city was called Lucher, but you would no longer find it on any map. It had been destroyed, and with it, so had her childhood. It was poisoned and left to rot by Escha, a dirty, oil-rich sprawl on the west coast of the continent. It was part of a war she’d known nothing about, never would. Settlements waged war with one another regularly. It was part of history. That, she could accept. But what she couldn’t was the fact that it had ruined her life. The city of Escha and the west coast was responsible for that. It festered inside of her, a blossoming anger, and it was shared with others. Escha had acted with a military fist where possible. Her armies were vast, strong. However, Jella wouldn’t be picking her fight with an army-it was with the entire settlement of the west coast.




    She couldn’t remember much about the time her life collapsed around her-vague thoughts of an endless walk out of the city, as if they were walking through some lower region of hell. A long dust march north. Her father had disappeared. Her sister abandoned her over a man. That was fifteen years ago. She was forced from a girl’s into a woman’s mind overnight.




    She, like so many of the refugees, was promised sanctuary in Rhoam. Safety, comfort, love. In reality, she was delivered with thousands of homeless, to the outer regions of the city, where a large, dirty town was constructed from scraps.




    Her childhood was ruined.




    Back inside the bedroom, Lord Barclay was now crying into his hands. He had trailed the bed sheet over his gut, which had rolled over on itself. Then he stood, vanished out of sight, returned with a purse. He thrust it into the hands of one of the men, waved his hands for forgiveness. His voice was full of anger, desperation. He said, ‘Take it! just.…please. You can have anything. My…I have a reputation…’




    The young girl ran to another of the men, then one by one, they departed form the room leaving only Lord Barclay to sit and quiver. The candle flickered as the intruders closed the door. Jella watched the lord for a second more, her face expressionless, focussed. This was all part of a grander scheme.




    She turned to the edge of the balcony, looked down as the group appeared on the cobbles. Both of them and the young girl ran in separate directions. Jella hooked her grey hands into the vine by her side, hauled herself up, leaf by leaf, swivelling her tail until she oozed up onto a sloped roof top. Her boots gripped the tiles. She viewed the spires at a distance. A thin trail of cumulus clouds drifted like cigarette smoke, past the crescent moon. The night was calm, she could smell pine from the forests to the north. Her white hair was aired by the breeze.




    She positioned herself at the edge of the rooftop before leaping on to the roof of the adjacent building. She ran south, up several steps to a second tier where there were shops that were now closed. She paused by a window. A doll caught her eye. She crouched down, focussing on the item. She smiled, vaguely, touched the glass. It was dressed in an expensive material.




    Jella sighed, couldn’t remember ever having a doll of her own that looked so good. She was certain she had one before she had to come to Rhoam-distant memories, picnics, bedtimes. Things that, as one gets older, become more crystallized in the mind, enhanced even, but for her they were not there. She frowned, concentrated on her memory, then slapped the window with her hand, stood up and burst into a sprint, which continued for several minutes.




    Her movements hardened as if she ached. She dropped onto a limestone path, which stood a fraction lower than the roof tops on to the inner city walls and she looked beyond, to the mass, which lay in a heap, which had not progressed, but had remained stagnant and it was her home. A myriad of metal boxes formed symmetrical grids and squares, and this was the area that housed the former refugees of Lucher. They stretched out as far as her eye could see, lined with lanterns and barrel fires.




    New Lucher expanded for miles. It was crude, muddy. She could smell the intense odour from the lack of good drainage, could see smoke as if the shanty city was visibly steaming. The rooftops were flat, sharing the same height and design. They were meant to be temporary, only for a month or two, but had remained for years. There was a flaw in that plan. It was obvious to her: Lucher had been a communal city. It did not use money. It was idyllic, some said naive, but people were happy, sharing a wealth that others couldn’t, would not understand. Those people had to make the transition to Rhoam, where money passed hands quickly, and with lasting damage.




    Jella simply stared from the city wall. The limestone battlement made a wide arc around the main city, curving in a way so that from where she stood, and when she looked closer it seemed as if the city walls cowered at the edges from New Lucher. Pulling back, she thought, like a rich man would walk around a beggar, trying not to notice, struggling to avoid eye contact. Lines of clothes were hung out to dry, spanning across from one roof to another. Smoke blew into them. Dogs trotted in and out of people’s way, wondered in to dark corners. People were gathering in streets, even at this time of night. They exchanged small pots and tools. Children ran excitedly with machetes.




    Jella refused to acclimatise to this. It wasn’t how it should be.




    She had a plan to get out of all this. Blackmail was a necessary cruelty, call it a redistribution of wealth. There would be justice.


  




  

    Three




    Manolin’s arms ached as he pushed open the door, stepped inside the tavern. It wasn’t as artificial as those found in the city. This was a proper tavern, one where women didn’t like to go because it was too dark. Sometimes there was a smell like a creature had dragged itself out of the sea and died behind the bar, but he didn’t mind. That smell, people said, was character.




    A brown cat shot by his feet and outside, taking less than a second to come back in, damp. It looked up to Manolin, its eyes narrowed, before it trotted under a table. He looked across the large, wooden decked room to a group of humans and rumel that were sitting in their usual place in the far corner making much noise. They were hunched over a table with a lantern hanging above.




    You either got sailors or fishermen littering this dim building-it was always the same, never attracted a new crowd, and there was something comforting about that. You got cats everywhere, mingling with the customers. Two old men were playing dice, as they always did. Others were engaged in passionate conversations or arguments, persuading the other that their opinion was revelation. Brass ornaments littered the walls, rare bottles, and antique books sat gathering mould in dark corners.




    An old, black-skinned rumel looked up from the table in the corner as the door shut. He bellowed something incoherent across the tavern, gestured elaborately. His black eyes gradually focussed on Manolin, his thick black tail shook, his face creased into a smile.




    ‘Hey, Manny. Whatever took you so long? Has that pretty creature of yours been beating you up again?’




    Laughter filtered around the table as Manolin walked into the light. The beam drew across his face like a curtain revealing his scar.




    Manolin became aware of awkwardness. ‘No. I slipped over whilst having a bath. Damn soap.’ He walked around the group, who seemed to pick up in spirit as he scraped a chair backwards. He slipped his coat off, sat down.




    Opposite him was a middle-aged figure, wearing fine clothes: a grey silk waistcoat covered a white shirt, and he was crowned with a top hat. His name was Santiago DeBrelt, and his black moustache curved magnificently outwards.




    Despite his age, Santiago was, by all accounts, a bounder, and a bit of a cad.




    Manolin observed him for a moment. The older man maintained his usual cool, detached fascination with the world, as if he pulled all the strings for his own amusement.




    Manolin nodded and smiled, and Santiago, tilted his head down slowly and surely, then brought a cigar to his mouth. He inhaled, presenting a glow at the tip. His violet eyes narrowed with sympathy at Manolin, rolled his lips inwards in a half smile. The two men had known each other for years. Manolin couldn’t hide what happened to Santiago. You couldn’t hide much from the man.




    ‘Evening, Manolin. To fill you in, the party is just getting started and Tchad has not arrived yet as he’s still signing the wedding contracts.’ Santiago inhaled from his cigar again, his cheeks being sucked in, enhancing the angles on his face, making him look like a drug addict. He took a sip from his nearly empty glass, calm, methodically, as if it would be enough to pre-empt any complaints on him being a drunk.




    ‘Ah, the secret wedding,’ Manolin said. ‘In that case I’ll order a little something to get me started until he arrives.’




    Manolin stood up and walked to the bar. He leaned forward as the barmaid wondered over. She was short, old and slender, and she looked at him and relaxed her shoulders.




    ‘I’ve never seen anyone need a drink as much as you,’ she said.




    ‘True,’ he said.




    ‘You spend too much time here, you know.’




    Manolin said, ‘You know how to sell a drink, don’t you?’




    ‘Can’t a woman care?’ she said. ‘You look troubled.’




    ‘You could say that,’ Manolin said.




    ‘I’ve seen guys from all over Has-jahn with faces like yours. From that I’ve known of a lot of lonely women.’




    ‘I have to work.’




    ‘This isn’t work, honey. This isn’t work. Spend a little more time with her. Yeah?’ ‘You wouldn’t understand. Life isn’t that simple. Anyway, I’m not going to talk about it. Give me two malts, finest ones you’ve got.’




    ‘All right, but this isn’t the solution, honey.’




    ‘No, but it’ll help until I find one.’




    After watching with cool interest as a waitress sprung up the stairs, pausing politely for people to pass, he returned to the table with two glasses, rested them on the table with reverence. He slid one across to




    Santiago, who glanced down to the glass and back up.




    ‘Malts, from the north,’ Manolin said.




    Santiago nodded, smiled, picked up the vessel. He held it to his nose, inhaled before taking a sip, his face showing that he was savouring the taste, again cool, calm, to say, I’m not a drunk. ‘Many thanks.’ Santiago placed the whiskey back onto the table, gazed at it like usually would a woman. ‘It’s the least I can do,’ Manolin said. Then, ‘I thought you’d given up smoking? I take it you still take the white stuff, too?’ ‘I’ve said no to drugs before,’ Santiago said. ‘They just won’t listen.’




    Their colleagues sat nearby. Jefry and Arth, two old, black rumel men who were both dressed in white shirts and black breeches. Arth was one of those jerky-motioned man, who walked as if his shirts were tied around his ankles. Jefry seemed as though he never took the care to think about what he said or did, but went in wholeheartedly anyway. As loyal as a dog, and just as clumsy.




    To his left sat a middle aged woman with silver streaks, racing though dark hair. She was sitting alongside Santiago, a black cat on her lap, and she smoked a cigarette whilst gazing out of the window nervously, possibly imagining herself elsewhere. Yana was more handsome than pretty. Manolin always thought she looked like a starlet of the theatres. She was married to the rumel, Jefry, but it had occurred to him that they seemed to be more friends than lovers these days, and her husband did not seem to mind her spending so much time with Santiago. If indeed Santiago was fucking his wife, Jefry did not show such knowledge. Santiago seemed to know how make her smile. She possessed a straight nose and a firm jaw. Her eyes were silver, beacons against the dark outfits she always wore. Manolin gazed at her face, wanted a woman like that when he was older. She had laughter lines around her eyes and everything she did or said seemed almost secret, hidden, demanding more attention. Young girls looked up to her, wanting to be her. She rubbed one of the cat’s ears.




    Manolin suspected that only Santiago could possess her attention, like he did so many other women, but in Yana’s case it was because he was her boss. He never acknowledged that fact. Santiago was a true ladies man: one with a good ear. He had set Manolin up with several women throughout their working career together, and had even introduced Manolin to the one he went on to marry.




    Manolin felt frustrated at times. Santiago had been like a father to him, aiding him with his Doctorate and eventually providing him with a job for life. He felt that he owed Santiago a lot, much of what he was in fact. He still wanted more, but just what their relationship was any more , was beginning to form complex shapes in his mind. He laughed at himself at the negativities that he found he had towards his mentor. Why should he have felt this particular way when he owed so much? Manolin shrugged off the notion as a peculiarity of the human animal. It was, he had declared, an inevitable predisposition to destroy relationships of any kind wherever they can. It contrasted with the natural world. It was where relationships formed and developed never destroyed-but always transformed into new systems, and increased in stability along the way.




    ‘Becq not coming out tonight?’ Manolin said to Santiago.




    ‘No, she’s out at the theatre with her aunt,’ Santiago said. ‘She’s leaning towards the Arts these days. I despair. You know, she’s taken to making dolls in her spare time. Dolls. All that science I gave and she turns to crafts. I pour over journals and research notes, and she makes dolls.’ He smiled at his drink. ‘Still, I have to say, they’re very realistic. ‘




    Manolin was disappointed.




    ‘You know, I can’t remember what I was saying before you came in,’ Jefry said. ‘I’m sure I had a point to make.’




    ‘What’s that?’




    Jefry said, ‘I got lost in my thoughts’




    ‘Was that unfamiliar territory then?’ Yana said.




    Jefry saw the sarcasm in her eyes. ‘No, my dear, your body is unfamiliar territory.’




    Arth sniggered. Yana sat silently, fingering her cigarette. She rubbed its ears with her free hand, and the creature regarded her with narrow, satisfied eyes.




    ‘So, any work this week?’ Manolin asked.




    ‘Not much to report,’ Santiago said. He puffed on his cigar. ‘Guano has gone to the Mayor’s office though, and he’ll be back soon with some possible news, but apart from that we’re still going to have to burn that research grant for a month or two longer.’




    Everyone nodded. A silence crept on them. Times were tough for DeBrelt’s Freelance Exploratory Crew. They were mercenary naturalists. Together they travelled Has-jahn and lands further, for whatever they were asked for, animal, vegetable, mineral. Their knowledge was unrivalled. They came at a high price, but, as they told everyone, you got what you paid for: intellectuals who knew their subjects inherently. There wasn’t much call for their specialist knowledge in recent times, and so they had become regulars at the tavern, drinking away research funds, eating into Santiago’s personal pockets, which Manolin knew were luckily rather deep. Sometimes they even had mail delivered to the bar.




    The door burst open. A couple strolled into the room to a standing roar from DeBrelt’s table. The man was clad in a smart, black robe, with baggy white breeches underneath. His fingers were covered in dozens of silver rings, and at his side was a small woman with a large smile that Manolin thought was genuine. She wore the same styled outfit, but wore a white top and black bottom.




    ‘Tchad, Dora, come over, many congratulations,’ Jefry said, checking his stance as he scraped his chair back.




    He was being careful not to stumble, and Manolin saw that Yana looked at him almost angrily at his loudness. Shame flashed across her eyes as if a candle had been blown out. Jefry sat back down, removing beer froth by raising his lower lip over his top. Manolin watched and felt pain as Tchad squeezed Dora’s hand, their faces beaming. He could see they were happy. He breathed out, but smiled anyway, and he congratulated the pair.




    Drinks were ordered. Food was brought. The table became full of rare curiosities: crab, oyster, certain cystoids, fish, eel, lizard were all crammed into the centre, sizzling and spiced. The main course, a large squid, was brought last, placed in the centre of the table and everyone gazed at such a delicacy. Each of them had a plate and filled it to the top. Manolin was not feeling particularly hungry. Santiago more than made up for it. He devoured the delights, being careful not to get any in his moustache. A crowd came and went, congratulating the couple, who were coy, gracious.




    As the evening progressed Manolin drank more. He had bought the whole bottle of whisky so that he didn’t have to move. For many minutes he stared at the cream label, the old style lettering. The noise of the crowd began to gather in his head, amplifying, aching. His eyes felt hot and his head heavy on his neck. His eyes focus sed on the whiskey as he threw back another glass. The liquid fired his taste buds, sending a flash of alertness to his eyes. It took him away from the noise. Breathing became difficult. He tapped his chest with the ball of his palm.




    Yana nudged Santiago, whispered in Santiago’s ears, and he nodded. She felt sorry for Manolin. She had spoken aloud that his wife would ruin him, but even she would be surprised how rapidly this was happening. Yana cared for him. Probably in the absence of any attention from her husband, and in the avoidance of Santiago’s lechery, she found comfort talking to Manolin. She’d told him that he was sensible, articulate, well mannered. He was, she would admit, cute, but that was hardly a word to feel guilty about. It helped to have someone like that around, especially given his situation.




    Manolin felt eyes on his head, something typical of a heavy drinker. He looked up from his warm, liquid escape. He slid back his chair and slumped forward on the table. He stood up, pulling everyone’s eyes with him. Santiago raised his head. Manolin walked to the door of the tavern, reaching out to hold on to chairs as he went. Cats leapt out of his path.




    ‘Please, excuse me for a moment,’ Santiago said, and followed Manolin.




    Manolin burst out into the cold. The freshness hit him in the face. It was night and the sky had been washed by heavy rain. He inhaled deeply, walked towards a metal railing that separated the dock from the water. He found it difficult to walk on the cobbles and could hear his footsteps. Clutching the rail, he vomited over the side, spitting lumps and shapes into the black water. He coughed several times, rolled saliva around his mouth.




    Street lamps lit the underside of the clouds, creating a dirty amber glow that illuminated the boats and the cobbled stones shone where they had been worn.




    Manolin burst into tears.




    ‘For Arrahd’s sake, man. Pull yourself together.’ Santiago gripped Manolin, pulled him close. Manolin put his head on his shoulder. He shook.




    Santiago said, ‘She did it again, didn’t she?’




    Manolin nodded into Santiago’s jacket. Santiago hugged him so tight that it almost knocked off his hat. He nodded to himself, because he thought that it was difficult for a man to admit such a thing. Manolin had talked to Santiago about what his wife did. It was shameful for a man to strike a woman, but what happened when a woman struck a man? If the man was a gentleman, he would not strike back. He ought not to be a punch bag. Manolin did everything for her. He bought her presents, had never looked at another woman, when he was with her. He thought he was courteous, gentle, kind-qualities that did attract attention, but it was not his fault. He loved her dearly, dismissed her attacks as mere intimacy. It was accepted that beating a woman was wrong, but no Minister had felt it worthwhile protecting the male of the species from attack. Once, she had drawn a knife when he told her of a girl, a year younger than herself, who had a crush on him. He thought it an honest and open jest, but she had other ideas. Later that evening, he knew that she had gone out to show him that she, too, could possess attention.




    A flock of white and black geese streamed by overhead heading south in a large V-formation. They were illuminated by the gas lamps. They cackled as they flew in low, swirling up over the three or four storey buildings. Manolin heard their voices fading and echoing down the bay.




    Behind the two men, the tavern door opened and with the loudness of laughter and voices, Jefry ran out with someone else. The human and rumel seemed to Santiago to be eager, hastening across the cobbles. Manolin shook himself away. He didn’t want a fuss made.




    ‘Sorry to disturb, San.’ He was almost out of breath. ‘We’ve got some news.’




    ‘News? What news, Guano?’ Santiago said.




    ‘Two species, unidentified, washed up last night, twenty miles south. Apparently, we’re requested first thing in the morning, at the Temple, the Mayor’s office. They wouldn’t let me look, but they were under observation from the government’s men.’




    Santiago frowned and scratched his chin, propping that arm up at the elbow with his other hand. ‘Alien species indeed? I wonder what they are?’




    ‘They wouldn’t show me. The officials will only allow you to see them. Apparently they don’t trust anyone else as they want this kept away from the press-as if I’d fucking tell anyone. But, they seem really worried.’ Guano shifted his weight from heel to heel.




    Santiago smiled and paused to think before. He raised both his arms like a conductor, before patting his team on the back, steering them towards the tavern.




    ‘Let’s drink tonight and worry about these creatures tomorrow.’




    Manolin watched them walking back towards the warmth and the light. He lingered, wondering what these new beings were. He turned to face the sea.




    Santiago’s voice could be heard just before he re-entered the tavern. ‘Or, we could go and find out later tonight. The night, after all, is still young.’




    Manolin looked down as a cat rubbed his leg then moved away. The creature stepped from cobble to cobble, avoiding puddles, looking up all the time to where the geese went.


  




  

    Four




    ‘…of the basic silicate tetrahedral structure, with varying degrees of feldspar and mica. These extrusive rock formations, as they stand, are composed of the typical minerals, but can be grouped into two major, separate compositions: Eschan Bed Sediments and the Pergamos Formation (Tyaris et al, 1603). The extinct volcanic island chain, that extends north from the non-volcanic island of Arya are Daleth, Gimel, and Samekh. Only Samekh retains this unique geological formation, possessing discrete boundaries to the surrounding country rock that contains large amounts of iron and magnesium, typical of any magma.




    My other chief concern is the coral rock linked to these islands. The coral seems to move daily, with no reason as to a particular occurrence. The main frame in one particular region, expands outwards like a limb from the main coral system, which is nearest to Arya. This calcified rock gradually shifts as if the very world itself moves. I had not the ability to decipher its chemical composition. It must wait until another trip.’




    Prof. Victyr Lewys (1694), Geological Concerns of Tropical Islands. Department of Geology, Al Terril Institute, Escha.


  




  

    Five




    Jella woke early as musky sunlight filled the room. Lula stirred, the girl’s mouth open slightly revealing her tongue. Jella smiled, pushed Lula’s jaw up to close her mouth. A few strands of long, black hair fell over her tanned face.




    ‘You’ll catch flies,’ Jella whispered, still pushing the hairs back over Lula’s ears.’




    I’ll shoot them from the sky first,’ Lula said with her thick east coast accent.




    ‘I believe you,’ Jella said, smiling. She believed that Lula was one of the most proficient women with a musket she’d ever seen.




    Lula’s father had fought in wars, and settled in a small fishing village south of Rhoam, bringing Lula up on their own That was long before the couple had met.




    The story always made her smile. Jella had stolen a horse from a rich-looking merchant who sold his wares through the shanty city outside of Rhoam. Jella had jumped on the steed, galloped into the desert scrubland south, in the direction the dead city of Lucher, her old home. She had ridden for miles through sparse surroundings, dazed in the streaming light from which there was no shelter. She dragged up dust, entered even more barren regions, until out of the corner of her eye she saw the sea. It was a bold blue that stood out from the land and sky. She rode towards it, having not seen if for years. Like greeting an old friend, she felt an awkwardness then rapid ease. She sat on the horse staring at it. She watched the waves, took pleasure from hearing the water hit the cliffs.




    Eventually, those cliffs began to form a long shadow over the sea. Jella turned the horse along the coast, always remembering the pair of pterodettes that were flying together that evening. She was hypnotised, watching the green reptiles in unison and she jumped down off of the horse. She was still watching them glide in and out of circles, with their vein filled wings out wide, when she heard someone crying.




    She turned on the spot, her feet drawing up red dust that blew inland. Walking towards the cliff edge and down several steps that had been carved into the rock, she came across a girl. She was hunched, shivering. Naked, so that her skin looked the same colour as the rock.




    Jella walked down. ‘Hello,’ she said above the sound of the tide. ‘You okay? Why’re you crying?’




    The girl looked up. Black hair fell back away from a pretty face. Delicate, with strong cheekbones. A handsomeness that came from within. Her eyes dazzled even at a distance. ‘My father’s run off with a new woman. He left me alone.’




    Jella reached a hand down, offered it to the hunched girl, who looked straight up, full of confusion.




    The rumel said, ‘Where’re your clothes?’




    ‘What use are they right now?’




    Jella nodded as if she knew what that meant.




    The girl took Jella’s hand and the rumel watched the slim figure rise. She was most definitely a woman, not a girl. The sea hit the cliff hard, they felt the vibrations. Jella took off her white shirt and placed it around the girl, who strained to get both arms within with the wind being so strong. They were both half naked. Jella’s tough grey skin looked so different to the soft, brown of the human. They were uncertain of what to do or where to go. Both being lost in different ways, they stood together. It was only moments until they found each other’s touch both desirable and comforting.




    Jella held the girl. The exchanged names, then glances. The rumel drew her finger along the delicate jaw line, up to the forehead, pushing strands of hair from out of her eyes.




    They rode back to Rhoam, where they would spend every moment together. When they made love, it seemed that there was no outside world.




    ‘Will you love me?’ Lula had said. She asked the question a lot.




    Jella said, ‘Of course I will.’




    ‘Men and women have said this to me before. They all leave and forget what words mean. Sticking your tongue inside of me isn’t enough.’




    ‘I’ll love you. I’ll show you what it means.’




    Jella did not care much for words, and although they felt awkward on her lips, those were ones she intended to stick by. And Jella needed Lula. The girl had softened her heart, made her feel something after such a long bitterness inside. One of the few things about her past that Jella wanted to remember was her father and the way he held her, looked at her, and Lula gave her exactly the same sensation. Lula was quiet, contemplative, and it was her gentle actions that soothed Jella, and the girl’s presence was at times better than any drug. Lula thrived on taking Jella on walks, for meals when they had stolen enough money, brought her flowers. Lula was the romance that she needed.




    * * *




    ‘D’you get much money last night?’ Lula asked.




    ‘Yeah, Menz and Yayle have it. We’ve more than enough money now. We can stop tricking rich, gullible men,’ Jella said.




    ‘Good, now we can get on with it.’




    ‘Yes, now we can. We should set off soon.’




    Jella rose from the bed. There were few comforts within the metal hut, but Jella and Lula had tried to make it their own. Lula hung green drapes, burned incense day and night. They had managed to find wooden cupboards and a table. Jella thought the place much better than most were outside of the city. They could, with the blackmail money, afford better, but it was a matter of principal that they remained with their own kind.




    She stood up, naked, and stretched, her grey skin taut over her muscles. Lula opened an eye to watch. The rumel’s tail swung in order to wake up fully and Lula’s eyes followed the tail left and right before it settled. Lula yawned.




    ‘I’ve got to go to the City Library soon,’ Jella said.




    ‘More research?’




    ‘More research?’




    ‘What’re you looking for now? I thought you’d planned every detail?’ Lula asked. Her accent made her words sound lazy.




    ‘I do, I do. But there’s no harm in being certain, is there? It’s fine to know what’s there, but I need to make sure we’re doing everything by the book.’




    ‘You’re like what you’ve told me of your father. You’re such a control freak,’ Lula said. Then, ‘But sometimes I’m glad of your attention to detail.’




    Both girls laughed. Jella walked to a cupboard, her muscles moved visibly. Her white hair swayed down her back, a contrast to her darker body. She opened the cupboard, thought of an outfit to wear, then put on a black gypsy skirt and a shirt.




    ‘It suits you. I think I like what you’re wearing,’ Lula said. She turned, ruffled the sheets, pushed the side of her face further into the pillow.




    ‘What? Don’t you like this?’ ‘Of course I do. I think you look sophisticated,’ she said to the wall. Jella looked at the body of the girl in her bed. The sheet had fallen back and the curve of Lula’s brown back could be seen. She stopped the urges that were building within. She had work to do.




    Jella walked through the wooden doors of the City Library, through the arched corridor, and into the book room. She always looked up to the ceiling that was covered in murals. From this end you could hardly see the other side of the room. She glanced over the area charts to find where the biology books were kept then she sauntered off to a far corner, humming a tune, her tail waving. The library was quiet. It was the way of things in modern Rhoam, she thought. People still loved the arts and books, but they liked to talk about them a lot in the street side coffee shops and dark music theatres.




    She picked a title up: Marine evolution surrounding the seas off Samekh Island. She wondered around other sections, collecting books on mathematics and three ocean charts of the Sea of Wands, and the Island chain north of Arya. She settled on a desk in a quiet corner of the library.




    For an hour or two, she made notes and calculations, until she was interrupted by the curator, an elderly man with a ghostly face. His eyes were enlarged behind his glasses.




    ‘Good morning, Jella. How’re we today?’ He coughed, hunching into his jumper.




    ‘Hello. I’m fine,’ Jella said, looking past him. He was always helpful, always bringing her the books she needed. Never asked any questions, happy that someone wanted to read.




    ‘Studying, eh? Good. Not like your friends then?’




    ‘I’m sorry?’




    ‘Menz and Yayle, those chaps in your little group that come here looking at maps. They were arrested early this morning’ ‘Arrested?’ She looked him in the eye. ‘What for?’ ‘Terrorism charges,’ he said. ‘They were caught in possession of some pretty lethal explosives and several dozen muskets.’ One of his eyes squinted in a strange expression.




    Jella waited for more detail, but there was none.




    ‘Now, Jella, I don’t want you getting caught up in anything to do with weapons and war. Does no good at all.’ Even though Jella was looking at him, her mind was elsewhere. She could tell that another one of his stories was coming.




    ‘I remember years and years ago, a library-not sure if it was this one, come to think. Anyway, it was under siege. The city’s armed forces came in, knives and muskets everywhere. Said that there was information that could cause a revolution -political talk-within the walls. The government wanted all the books burning. Place was sealed off, with the staff inside.’




    He burst into laughter and Jella forced a smile. ‘Of course, that was back a long time ago when the government could do that sort of thing. Anyway, the soldiers picked up books and started to read. All sorts of philosophies went in their minds. All sorts of stories. One by one they stopped the burning. They ignored their orders. They read and enjoyed and read more. They put down their weapons and just read. Course, the government was ironically overthrown as a direct result, eventually, but just goes to show that weapons are no use, Jella. You’re a good girl. I don’t want you getting caught up in any such activities.’




    She said, ‘I won’t, sir. When were they arrested, Menz and Yayle?’




    ‘Dawn, approximately. But for some reason they weren’t in bed like the rest of us. They’re in the City gaol now.’




    ‘Thanks.’




    ‘No problem.’ He turned, walked along one of the corridors of books, touched the shelves with his hand.




    ‘Shit,’ Jella said. She scraped her chair back, gathered her notes.


  




  

    Six




    ‘Father?’




    The boy prodded the doctor’s bald head. He was sitting cross legged on the beach, on the side of the island facing the reef. His eyes were closed.




    The boy said, ‘Father.’




    Doctor Macmillan opened his eyes, gazed out at the water. His eyes focus sed on the large, turquoise gem: the coral reef. He couldn’t see any of the islands beyond. The glare off the water forced him to squint. The water was partially broken up about two-hundred feet from the shore, where green algae seemed to loaf like flotsam. It was, in fact, resting upon limestone pedestals in their thousands. Clouds stretched out thinly, in one or two small lines above the horizon. The heat was glaring.




    Doctor Forb Macmillan turned to regard the boy. The child’s skin was browned and he wore a white shirt and sand-coloured breeches the same type that his father wore. He stood waiting for his father to speak, prompting him.




    ‘Father, did they make it?’




    Doctor Forb Macmillan shrugged, wiped a thin veil of perspiration from off of his bald head. ‘I don’t know.’




    He stood up, pushing his weight down into the soft sand, leaving his imprint momentarily. He ruffled the boy’s short, scruffy black hair before he walked towards the palm forest. He was limping as he walked off an ache. He felt a little dizzy. ‘I hope no more’ve been killed.’




    The boy shook his head. The tide followed them inland, water seeping through the indentations in the sand, which the doctor had made, and covered them up before removing them from the beach.
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