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DedicationStrangely enough, I devote this book to my mother-in-law, “Nanny” Pat,a stalwart fan who takes time out from reading her bible to delight in my tales.

Chapter OneSea and sky merged into one. His upraised head bobbing on the wind-whipped surface like an unanchored buoy, Durgay had trouble making out the horizon line when rolling in troughs of the four-foot swell. Two limitless expanses of blue—one of liquid cobalt, the other an airy azure—vied for dominance in his shifting vision. That competition extended to Mother Sea copying Father Sky's streaky white clouds wisping high overhead in the rival whitecaps speckling the mirroring ocean.
A yellow-nosed Mollymawk glided serenely into Durgay's line of sight, effortlessly riding the spring sea breeze like a Portuguese man-o-war drifted aimlessly with the current. Dipping a black wing in graceful salute to the skygazing merman, the smallish albatross soared silently away into the wind with an upward swoop. Floating mesmerised, Durgay watched the contrasting plumaged bird longingly until it became a distant white-bodied fleck lost against the background clouds.
A summoning whistle tugged at Durgay from the undersea depths. Annoyed by the intrusion, the merman gave up on his spyhopping for the day and submerged into the underwater calm. Diving with the slowness stemming from old age and reluctance, the geriatric leisurely homed in on the call even as the whistled command repeated itself with greater urgency.
His Seaguard captain—a younger, handsomer version of himself—cruised purposefully up over the fringing reef 140 feet below, angling toward the veteran Fisher in answer to the stream of identifying clicks issued by Durgay. Exquisitely spotted butterfly and striped angelfish scattered lazily before the approaching swimmer in a kaleidoscope of bright scales, unhurried flashes of sunburst orange-gold and girdled blue sensing the ascending spearman was not on the prowl.
At least not for fish.
Durgay was the focus of the officer's search, beckoned to this impromptu meeting. Living in a three dimensional world where time had little meaning or measurement other than the regularity of day darkening into night, the mature merman was nonetheless considered positively ancient after reaching his unmarked fortieth year. Lucky to celebrate life beyond their late twenties due to the rigours imposed by the unforgiving marine environs in which they struggled to survive, Fishers protected and provided for the Cetari; the merfolk. And Durgay, with infinite experience sourced from his elderliness, was numbered among the best.
Durgay deliberately slowed his descent. The tropical seas, luxuriously warmed by the equatorial sunshine, cooled appreciably the further a diver sank. The elderly merman enjoyed spending his free time basking two or three feet beneath the sun-rayed surface, avoiding when he could the indigo deep, which chilled his old bones. He would meet his rising superior in the midlevel boundary of lukewarm no-man's sea.
Dipping their individual whalebone tridents in ritual greeting, the square jawed Fishers” equalled each other in size and form. Eight and a half feet in length, with a dry weight of over 250 lbs, their hairless blue steel bodies were a beautifully blended amalgamation of man and fish. A horizontally-fluked tail designed for speed attached seamlessly to a powerhouse torso sculpted out of the beefiest muscle; arms bulging with outsized biceps, perfectly tailored to engine complimenting swimming strokes, ended in delicately webbed hands capable of working the elemental tools shaping their primitive culture.
Externally, the melon-headed merfolk looked virtually indistinguishable from one another. Even their humanlike faces seemed carbon copies, from the black pits of their tiny bone-ringed eyes, evenly spaced above a bulbous honker of a pseudo nose, right down to the fleshy lips behind which a mouthful of pointy yellowed teeth, suited to their tough seafood diet, waited to strip clean fish bones or chew up rubbery seaweed.
To the Cetari eye, even the untrained, subtle betraying marks and blemishes picked out a personage. In Durgay's case, a grumpy conger eel nipped an indelible bite mark out of his left tail fluke when he was still a merboy wet behind the earholes. The hovering pod commander of the Merking's bodyguard, half the age of the old hand Fisher but sporting an equally impressive tally of hunting scars, was made instantly identifiable by the telltale armband of white pearls he proudly wore signifying his captaincy.
"What's up, Lasbow?"
The Seaguard boss did not take exception to the oldster's informality. He accepted nothing less from the merman who, as his mentor, trained him, remaining his closest friend through thick and thin water. “I have a task for you, Durgay."
His feathery gill slits flapping irritably against his neck, Durgay rebuffed, “I was already busy doing something."
"Daydreaming topside doesn't count as a job."
"Neither does being a pest, yet you're excelling at that."
"Don't make me pull rank on you, Durg."
The threat was needless. Loyalty would have been Durgay's middle name, if indeed he possessed a surname. He smiled indulgently at his former star pupil. Durgay long ago turned down the prestigious captaincy eventually conferred on to Lasbow, declining the promotion in favour of continuing to teach promoted Fishers essential Seaguard skills. Deciding not to accept advancement did not preclude obedience to his bossy pal.
"What have you lined up for me now, Las?"
"Myself, nothing. Cerdic, on the other hand, requested you personally."
Durgay's stomach knotted up. Invariably whatever chore the Merking reserved for a specific subject was bound to be unpleasant. “This is going to be even more indigestible than swallowing live sea slugs, I take it."
Lasbow grinned his needle teeth and completed the set-up. “In a word, Princess Lorea."
"That's two."
"Not if you run them together."
If he were capable of furrowing his eye bones, Durgay would have frowned. Instead, he clicked his annoyance. “She's a spoilt sprat."
"That's her in a clamshell."
"What am I supposed to do with her?"
"Be her babysitter."
"I'm too old to go swimming after a silly mergirl whose only claim to fame is throwing a wobbly better than a temper tantrum prone octopus."
"And I'm not getting any younger listening to this. You have your assignment. Today, you'll be chaperoning Cerdic's eldest stepdaughter, soon to be my intended."
Reaching out, Durgay placed a webbed hand on Lasbow's shoulder and squeezed. The captain pulled a face from the phenomenal strength left in the old merman's grip. “You were my brightest herring, Las. Yet your taste in merwomen is worse than mine. Do you love her?"
Clasping the oldster's forearm firmly in response, Lasbow voiced, “Her tongue sports more barbs than a stingray's tail and she's meaner than a moray eel disturbed from its day nap. It'll be a union of convenience. I get my fin in the crevice to the kingship and Lorea scores this!” He struck a classic bodybuilding pose, showing off his buffed physique.
Durgay chuckled, far more impressed by Lasbow's ambitions. “Always the planner, my boy. That's why I swum aside when offered the captaincy, giving you the chance to realise your potential."
Surprise played across Lasbow's angular features. “I always figured you didn't want the position."
"Who wouldn't covet becoming the second most influential merman in Pah Ocean? Not to mention the perks—having every pretty mergirl swoon at your tail. I made my choice for the greater good of Castle Rock. You display a tendency for thinking beyond the reef. Never lose that. It'll take you far and benefit the Cetari immensely, King Lasbow."
Lasbow blushed from the unsolicited praise, his rippling muscles purpling with embarrassment. “Best I show you where the princess loiters. Her Royalness will order us chopped into chum, making her wait so long."
Swimming in unison, the pair of Fishers” descended into cooler, darkish water. Cruising downwards through a shoal of scarlet jewelfish massed on the outer slopes of the coral heads like a plume of underwater flame, they steered over the landward side of Bounty Reef. A mosaic of vibrant, living colour played out beneath them as strikingly red, blue, and purple coral terraces strove to outshine adjoining formations.
Deceptively botanic in shape, they were in reality hundreds of colonies of minute animals linked together in undersea imitations of terrestrial vegetation, unnoticeably battling for space on the crowded reef. 200 feet down, individual coral polyps grouped to form the feathery strands of fern-like sea fans, delicate “twigs” branching out in a nine-foot spread of stinging tentacles sifting the wafting current for microscopic foodstuffs. Often reaching a century in age, these plant mimics anchored themselves to an island's rocky roots in competing plantations, waving in the nutrient-rich ocean “breeze” of the deeper water where their fragility could not be damagingly buffeted by coastal wave action.
Swinging upslope to the sun-splashed depth of 100 feet, Durgay and Lasbow crossed above the constructing stony corals. Exuding a secretion of limestone, the chalky skeletal cups of these hardier polyps formed the building blocks of the reef, playing host to a bewildering variety of molluscs. Knobbly-skinned sea slugs, liveried in royal gold and purple, inched laboriously through a forest of tubular sponges, outpaced by crawling bristleworms, the millipedes of the sea. Cone shells—rapacious marine snails armoured in a beautifully spiralled casing belying the lethality of the voracious hunter within—waited for nightfall, emerging to pursue victims with unrelenting slowness, killing marine worms and even slothful fish with a deadly nerve poison injected by its barbed tongue. Nightmarish as a predatory shell was, the bottom-hugging octopus took the blue ribbon for fearsomeness. Ranging over the reef and seabed like giant aquatic spiders once daylight faded, the tentacled octopi ruthlessly preyed on fellow molluscs, entangling and devouring crayfish, crabs, and bivalves with gluttonous abandon. Altering body pigment and texture to blend masterfully into the background, essentially pulling a disappearing act, this many-armed ambusher did not rule the coral roost, itself persecuted by unfeeling sharks and eels. But nightfall was many hours away and the sun arced high over the idyllic tropics, keeping the nocturnal predators banished to daytime hideouts in rock crevices.
"What's the very first lesson you drill into a rookie Fisher, Durg?"
The point of Lasbow's unexpected query escaped the old timer. “You tell me. It'll show at least one thing I taught you did sink in."
Lasbow recited the homily verbatim. “'Linger at the surface late makes for perfect shark bait'.” Cetari poetry left much to be desired. “Yet you persist in spyhopping. Just what exactly are you looking at up there?"
Overwhelmingly communal, individual solitude came to the merfolk in the privacy of their innermost thoughts. Personal prying was accordingly taboo. Affronted by Lasbow's probing, Durgay deigned to answer out of consideration for their longstanding comradeship. “The past, the future. Take your pick.” It was intentionally not a detailed elaboration.
Taking the hint, Lasbow shut up.
Durgay decided to pose his own question. “Why did Cerdic single me out to be his childcare service? There must be a dozen younger Fishers, yourself foremost, willing to leap at the chance of playing escort to Miss Underseaworld."
"Precisely the reason for the Merking picking you,” Lasbow shared. “Who wants a flotilla of virile studs floating around an unattached daughter of theirs, when a harmless old codger can be trusted to accompany her."
"Cerdic thinks I'm safe?"
"More than that. He's under the impression you fish for the other side and can't sully Lorea."
Stunned as a mullet left Durgay lost for words.
Lasbow drolly chided his guru. “It's your own fault. Due to you constantly schooling with the guys, nobody ever sees you with a merwoman."
"I've been waiting for the right one to swim along,” protested the aged Fisher. The fact it was taking several decades in no way reflected his eligibility.
"But don't fret, old pal. I set Cerdic straight, telling him you weren't that way inclined."
Durgay smiled with relief, running a hand over his ridged skull. His reputation remained intact.
"I made it clear to the Merking you're just a plain old merman hiding an impotency problem."
"Gee thanks, Las. In an instant I've gone from being gay to a geriatric who can't get his trident up."
Lasbow shrugged unapologetically. “I figured I was doing you a favour."
Teeming with life, Bounty Reef fanned outwards in a sheltering umbrella from a conic upthrust of sedimentary rock lifting off the ocean floor to break the surface in a 400-foot tall sea stack. Designated Castle Rock by founding Cetari colonists tiring of their nomadic ways, the towering sandstone chimney was the remnant of an islet of grim cliffs long since eroded and washed away into the sea by sculpting waves during a much colder era. The breccia foundations anchoring the pinnacle against the demolishing deep were peppered with grottos; an undersea warren of grandiose caves housing the entire merfolk populace of 3,000 souls.
Floating impatiently in the gaudy coral gardens outside the gaping mouth of one such palatial cavern, Princess Lorea awkwardly crossed her slim arms across her uninhibited cleavage after spying the partnering Fishers coasting her way. Radiantly beautiful, her enviable looks embellished by the string of royal black pearls ornamenting her graceful neck, the bosomy teenager's jet eyes scowled at the approaching mermen. The lone Seaguardian hovering unobtrusively in the background at a discreet distance stiffened at the arrival of his commander and instructor. Eager to impress, he snapped his trident to attention and for his effort was dismissed without a word of praise from either superior.
"Mmm, Captain Lasbow, so nice of you to join us,” Lorea clicked snappily, her tone regally haughty.
"Forgive my lateness, Princess,” Lasbow contritely returned, bowing smoothly. “I assume you know Fisher Durgay, at least by repute. He's your escort for the day."
"Do not be so forward to presume our thoughts, Captain.” Pointedly refusing to acknowledge the elder merman, Lorea continued addressing Lasbow. Aside from the fulsome breasts and paddle-shaped tail, she appeared similar to her male counterparts, though 100 lbs lighter. Gender dimorphism between the Cetari sexes was minimal.
"We were expecting you to join us on our outing, Lasbow. It would have provided you the chance to ... entertain the royal person."
And given your stepfather an excuse to keelhaul me across the jagged reef quaked Lasbow. “The Merking thinks it prudent having an older Fisher convoying you, Princess."
"As did we."
The Fishers promptly bowed as Queen Minoh drifted unannounced out of the cave complex, her head crowned by a circlet of twined seagrass cradling a fist-sized black pearl worth a king's ransom over the middle of her forehead. “It would be most unseemly to have the royal daughter gallivant about the high seas chaperoned only by her fiancé. The gossipers will have a field day."
"Oh mother!” Lorea pouted. She unfolded her arms teasingly slow, making a sultry show of setting her boobs free, ensuring the ogling Lasbow enjoyed a full view of what he was missing out on.
Loath to be outdone by her flirtatious daughter, Cerdic's unattended wife swished off her tail sensually, parading immodestly before the tantalised Seaguard officer like a model on the catfish walk. While not as busty as the princess, the queen flaunted a mature beauty just as alluring. Durgay was especially enthralled by the fifty-something queen's seductively girlish figure. Lorea turned away from her exhibitionist mother in disgust. Minoh was such a coquette!
Durgay nudged his friend warningly; theirs was a dangerous captivation. Every Fisher knew Cerdic as an insanely jealous merman with the clout to turn any of Minoh's admirers into fish food. Strange he wedded a merwoman whose hobby was making mermen jellyfish in her hands.
Lorea huffily swam away downslope. “Come merboy,” she commanded Durgay.
"I'm a merman,” he corrected the snooty princess.
She glanced back with mocking eyes straying to his pelvis. “That is not what we heard."
With an indignant sweep of his flukes he trailed behind her like a baitfish on a hook.
"Enjoy yourself, dear,” Minoh called after her departing daughter. “Mind you stick close to home. The open ocean currents do one's complexion no good.” Slipping her arm around his, the Merqueen led the unwilling Lasbow away into the nearest grotto, chatting, “Swim with us, darling boy. Are not the coral gardens gorgeously pretty?"
* * * *The princess literally hauled Durgay across the length and breadth of Bounty Reef for the duration of the sunny morning, explicating her profound boredom; the fishes were tedious, the corals dully unchanging, the foods she sampled too salty. Properly dutiful, as befitting his station, Durgay held his tongue and said nothing. He served her as protector, not admonisher. That is until the capricious Mergirl, craving excitement, decided to venture off-reef. Durgay politely suggested her fancy was unwise.
Used to having her every whim unhesitatingly indulged, the Fisher speaking out of turn mortified Lorea. Blue blood ran through her veins, not the red of the commoners. “We go wherever we desire,” she brusquely reminded him.
No stranger himself to bossing others around, Durgay recklessly batted using the leverage, “The Merqueen said not to swim beyond the reef, Princess. It might muss up your gill covers."
Like red seaweed to a cowfish, Lorea butted aside her constraining parental control by resorting to good old-fashioned blackmail. “We do not need your permission to go in search of fun. We are paddling into deeper water. Do you wish Cerdic is informed we swum out there without you?"
Durgay conceded defeat. He preferred facing a school of megasharks than be subjected to the unforgiving Merking's wrath. “Just so long as “we” don't stray too far from the reef, Highness,” he requested.
Smug with her tiny victory, Lorea ignored the Fisher's call for commonsense and swam off. Left with no alternative but to follow, Durgay silently invoked the Sea God to rescue him from this folly.
Pastures of verdant seagrasses unfolded beneath the exiting Castle Rockers like emerald tiles chequering the shallows. Tended to by diligent farmers, these plantings of eelgrass and silky weed, rooted in the sandy base footing the outer reef crest, formed the core of Cetari aquaculture. Patrolling the plantations, determined Fishers chased away turtle and dugong grazers drawn to the succulent, strap-shaped leaves swaying temptingly in the current. Fishes were generally welcomed, endorsing a burgeoning fish farm industry to supplement the seagrass and seaweed harvests. The armed mermen not only guarded the crops, discouraging nosy six-foot long reef sharks from hassling the industrious cultivators.
The undersea farms showcased the inviolable division of labour segmenting Cetari society. Fittingly named, Fishers worked the open ocean spearing or trawling for the pelagic fish species making up the meat quota of merfolk diet, leaving unthreatened the seagoing mammals. Inexplicably deemed the Untouchables by venerating ancestors, to this day the conservational Cetari ethos prohibited exploiting sea lions and manatees as rich food sources, bizarrely treating the dullard air-gulpers as kindred spirits. Merwomen traditionally farmed not just the seafloor beds of saltwater grasses and eatable seamosses; they collected also delicacies such as lobsters and horseshoe crabs. Over the past few decades the conventional hunter-gatherer roles blurred due to the expanding sea farms, marking a noticeable shift in the mode of Cetari existence. It was in developmental terms a huge leap for merfolk evolution, more so for a people denied the jumpstart of fire usage.
Reaching the bottom of the reef slope, Lorea charily slowed to a standstill. Spreading his arms outwards Durgay braked too, pausing nervously on the lip of a near vertical wall plummeting 700 fathoms into the twilight zone and beyond.
Every merperson harboured an inbred fear of the Deep, of being sucked down into the frigid, pitch-black abyss and squashed into nothingness by the crushing water pressure. Durgay's phobia was worse than most. Prompted by a dare in his reckless youth, he plunged to 800 feet before terror paralysed him into a cataleptic state and he blacked out, fished to shallower water by an accompanying diver. Taking days to recover from his ordeal, Durgay vowed never to descend further than the sunrays penetrated.
Overcoming her disquiet, Lorea swum daringly off the edge. For all her unruliness, the princess showed spunk. “Are you joining us, Fisher, or must we hold your hand?"
Spurred on by her taunt, Durgay kicked away from the safety net of the reef. Directly beneath him, the guyot supporting Castle Rock and its coral outlands slid down into the voluminous ocean depths to bottom out in a ragged trench scarring the seafloor a mind-blowing six and half miles below the waves, putting this unnamed submarine-mountain 6,000 feet head and shoulders above Everest.
Trying his hardest not to think about the terrifying drop, Durgay focused on the princess who was astonishingly forgetting her station. Cavorting in the weightless blue, she danced an elegant watery ballet to the natural musical accompaniment of the sea's rhythm, fleetingly shedding the encumbrance of royal life. Nowhere near to liking the snobbish girl, he understood all too well taking a moment to let your gill filaments down.
Finishing up on a pirouette, Lorea harpooned Durgay with a commanding stare. “We are heading out farther,” she informed him.
Knowing better than to argue, the Fisher complied with a muttering click. “I guess we are."
Swimming out into the seaway, princess and protector hitched a ride in the warming waters of the South Equatorial current. Drifting steadily northwest at a leisurely three knots, Durgay kept a wary eye out for opportunistic sharks. Picking out an incoming expedition of Fishers emerging from the backdrop blue, he watched them cruise by with envy, towing a mixed line of red snapper and yellow jacks snagged on whalebone hooks. Such open-water fish congregated on the reef heads to feed, themselves preyed upon by Cetari anglers and spearmen. Recognising none in the party, since he trained only Fishers selected for induction into the ranks of the elitist Seaguard, Durgay nonetheless acknowledged the salutes from those who distinguished the senior merman from the accompanying princess. Lorea herself merited scarcely a passing nod of recognition from the homeward bound group, and huffed her displeasure at the snub.
Taking her petulance out on Durgay, she ordered him to find her transportation. Merwomen were built for low mileage, not long distance swimming. Unable to stifle his protest, he expressed concern leaving Her Haughtiness alone and unprotected even for a short while.
"Do you think us incapable of defending ourselves?” she curtly clicked, snatching the trident out of his hands.
Aghast, Durgay gulped like a goldfish. He felt vulnerably naked without his weapon; no mean feat for a member of a sentient race where clothes were nonexistent.
Whalebone was sacrosanct, reserved solely for mermen to handle. Recovered at considerable personal danger to gutsy collectors from whale falls—corpses of the seagoing behemoths which sunk to the ocean floor in 3,000 and more feet of inky, freezing water to decay over a ten year period into scattered boneyards—the five to eight foot long ribs arduously hauled up to lighter waters were an inestimable treasure, more so considering great whale song had not carried hauntingly across the oceanic vastness in the blurring decades following the gentle giants regrettable decline into extinction. Hallowed by the Cetari from before the time they undertook their Grait Migratus, the epic resettlement from icy northern seas to the balmy tropics in the dimly remembered past, whalebone represented the enduring mystery of the sea. Delivered to master bonecarvers once suitable prayers sanctified the pieces for reshaping, adroit hands utilising shell scrapers lovingly sculpted the ribs into the cherished tridents handed out to freshly ordained Fishers in a special ceremony.
Memorable to this day still, Durgay's induction into mermanhood culminated in the then Merking, Cerdic's beloved brother, presenting the latest batch of achievers with their individual status symbol. Last in line, the over-the-moonfish teen fumbled his acceptance, dropping the blessed weapon during the secret rite held in a spacious cavern away from snooping merwomen. Retaining his trident for life, each recipient took an oath never to let the consecrated whalebone be despoiled by female hands on pain of death.
An ancient and ambiguous canon, it failed to clarify if the offender or owner got executed as punishment for the violation. Disinclined to nobly fall on a swordfish bill, Durgay pessimistically guessed the infracting princess was exempt from any and all laws.
Bully for her, he griped, pitying any shark foolish enough to molest her while he went looking for a ride. Wielding a tongue sharper than razor coral and more noxious than sea snake venom, Lorea scarcely needed his trident.
Durgay returned a half hour later on the back of a gigantic manta ray winging its way down into the cobalt like a malevolent bat. Gripping as you would handlebars the horn-like cephalic fins used to funnel planktonic food into its yawning, toothless mouth, he steered the undersea flier to a halt directly below Lorea. Relinquishing his docile mount to the princess in return for his three-pronged stabber, he took up station beside the sinisterly black-cloaked, white-bottomed devilfish. Looks can be deceiving, manta rays gentler than pussycatfish.
Grabbing hold of the steerage “horns,” Lorea slapped the ray's leathery hide with the flat of her tail. Flapping its twenty-two foot wingspan with sluggish grace, the commandeered manta cruised off into the blue. Matching the fish's unhurried pace Durgay had the temerity to ask if Lorea had a specific destination in mind.
"Thataway,” she returned, nosing the devilfish in an easterly heading.
Durgay tagged along submissively until he worked out, “There's nothing of interest in this direction except ... Landhopper holdings! That's forbidden water!"
"We only want to see with our own eyes what the fuss is all about. How dangerous can an island be?"
The old Fisher was adamant. “Other than those graduating Fishers undertaking the Proving Swim, no Cetari is permitted to dive anywhere near Lunder Atoll."
Dropping her royal vernacular, Lorea smirked naughtily. “I can do whatever I want. I'm a princess. The seaworld is my oyster."


Chapter TwoThe sun dazzled burningly. Shading his unblinking eyes against the sweltering brightness with the flat of his hand, Durgay took his bearings topside. Dead ahead, a dollop of mountainous emerald green blotted the seascape, an unsightly blemish of jungly basaltic rock sticking out like a sore thumb in the noon glare. Away in the distance off to his right stretched a desert coastline, the sandy dunes heaving in landscaped mimicry of the restless ocean. Lorea surfaced nosily beside him, blatantly disregarding his earlier call to wait underwater for her minder to signal it was safe to pop up.
"It's horribly hot and dry up here,” the princess whinged, screwing up her pretty face against the moisture-sucking sun and wind.
Durgay ignored her churlish complaint, focusing on the rugged island skyline. Bobbing a mile offshore, his aquatically suited eyes had difficulty making out detail at a distance. Colour range stayed limited to the bluish-greens prevailing the undersea palette while exact shapes degraded into indistinct blobs. Movement remained instantly detectable and the Fisher scanned the razor-backed ridges cresting the sparsely wooded, angular hills for telltale signs of Landhopper activity. Thankfully, his scrutiny turned up nothing untoward. Among the oddments of knowledge generations of circumspect Cetari scraped together on their neighbours from hell, one recurring snippet was how the goings-on of the Lunder Atoll islanders came to a complete standstill in the heat of midday. Today was no different, meaning the spying merfolk could briefly hang about unobserved.
"We cannot see much from this far away,” Lorea moaned, blasé about the uninspiring smudge of lifeless tropical green.
Hoping against hope to keep it that way, Durgay ducked his head under the waves, checking for the ever-present danger sharks posed. All clear on that front too, he purposely did not relax his guard. The fifteen-mile wide channel separating the adjoining islets was shark-infested water, notoriously patrolled by hundred-strong groups of scalloped hammerheads. Luckily for the Cetari these twelve-foot long predatory fishes were nighttime feeders that rested during the day, swimming languidly about uninterested in food. That fact notwithstanding, the proximity of killer fish habitually made Durgay uneasy.
Lorea dived past him to the sixty-foot mark, returning to the cooling wetness where sunburn and heatstroke could not afflict her. Joining the princess in time to hear the expected utterance, “We wish to swim closer, so that we might gain a glimpse of the frogs,” Durgay naturally argued against it a second time. His reiteration fell on deaf earholes.
Arms held tightly against her sides, Lorea swam with the typical undulating motion of the merfolk, her tail propelling her along at a good rate of knots. Durgay chased after, thrusting his trident ahead of him to lessen the underwater drag of the weapon. Expecting to overtake the princess in no time, he found himself struggling just to keep pace. Showing unbelievable stamina for one living a pampered and sheltered life, Lorea covered the intervening yardage to Lunder Atoll in a surprisingly short space of time, arriving on the outskirts of Desolation Reef as exhausted as the manta ray a pitying Durgay released back into the ocean wilds prior to his spyhopping.
Sadly living up to its name, the reef was a wasteland of dead, colourless coral. Every thousand years a staggering population explosion of crown-of-thorns starfish infested the reefs. Capable of reproducing at an unbelievable rate and feeding selectively on coral, these swarming two-foot wide, multi-armed creepers shielded by poison-tipped spines reached epidemic proportions, consuming every living thing in their path. Lunder Atoll's spectacular undersea gardens were recently subjected to two consecutive plagues within the space of twenty years, rendering the reef unrecoverable. A million plus starfish, each devouring seven square yards of coral over the course of one year, blanketed the terraces in an unstoppable carpet of death. Stomachs protruded through mouths to envelop the sedentary coral, potent digestive juices dissolving the soft-bodied polyps to a liquid in a matter of hours. Soaked up by the spongy stomach lining, all that remained of the once thriving coral colony was acres of bleached skeletons. With no natural predators other than insufficiently numbered Bearded triggerfish and tritons—a giant, carnivorous sea snail—to curb the outbreak, the starfish rampage was left to subside naturally after a few years of unrestrained carnage when they sucked their food source dry.
The newest infestation was persisting into its second year of heartbreak, desolating the paltry one eighth of re-growth on the far side of the assailed reef battling futilely to make a comeback. Cruising above the whitened graveyard of decimated coral stretching outwards for mile upon mile, the utter devastation left even the mouthy princess speechless. Utterly devoid of flitting fish, the encroaching Cetari paddled through a ghostly sea empty of sound as well as sights. Fortunate to possess no sense of smell, they were spared the offensive stench of liquefying coral spreading on the ocean current, attracting even more starfish to the beleaguered reef and cementing its doom.
Shuddering from exposure to the calamity, Durgay thanked the starfish (unfortunately the only Cetari adage applicable in this instance) for those Castle Rock harvesters charged with clearing Bounty Reef of the thorny pests on a daily basis, thereby maintaining the flimsy balance of the marine ecosystem's cornerstone.
The threat of shark attack lessening, the old Fisher concentrated on the perils endemic to Lunder Atoll. Working as the respected instructor of the vaunted Seaguard required from Durgay a familiarity with the location and habits of those nasty swimmers terrorising Pah Ocean. The Landhoppers were no exception, although the mermen did not actively pursue an ongoing watch of the island anymore. Such vigilance was simply too risky in light of repeated frog aggression.
Banking on being third time lucky, Durgay regurgitated his protest at swimming beyond the bounds of Castle Rock and commonsense. “Cetari maritime law is explicit, Highness,” his voice echoey in the fluid stillness. “It states the seas encompassing the Landhoppers” atoll is strictly off-limits—with no exemptions. Proceeding further is inadvisable."
Floating in the hover over a particularly large patch of lifeless white limestone blotting the doomed reef, Lorea pompously countered with, “We enjoy a royal dispensation from every rule."
Adamant on making his point clear, the Seaguardian put forth, “The ban was stuck in place for good reason. Whenever those landlubbers are encountered, bloodshed results. Which is why a previous king, one of your kith and fin, outlawed fishing the landward side of the strait to cut down on incidents and injuries. Since the prohibition was implemented there hasn't been a Landhopper related merman death for several lifetimes. I don't intend to be the one breaking that drought."
"Our intent was never to wind up stuffed and mounted on a Landhopper wall, granddaddy Fisher.” The chesty princess stayed abreast of island pursuits too.
The flame of suspicion fired Durgay's jet-black eyes. Forgetting his place he grabbed Lorea's arm, his interrogating clicks degenerating into irate whistles. “You planned this outing all along?"
Squirming in his steely grasp, she demanded, “Unhand me this instant! Lesser mermen than you are filleted for such audacity."
"Not until you tell me what you're playing at, Your High-and-Mightiness. I don't like being tricked."
"This is no game,” refuted the princess, “not when the Cetari throne is at stake.” Confusion loosened Durgay's hold on Lorea, enabling her to wriggle free. “Who do you think whispered in Cerdic's earhole to let you escort me for the day rather than that pearl-digger Lasbow."
"You meant to bring me here?"
"But of course,” she confirmed. “You alone possess the smarts to see me in and out of Harvest Shallows safely."
Durgay's mind spun like a whirlpool. Evidently the princess was far removed from the vapid airhead she seemed.
Dealing with his bafflement, Lorea dropped her pomposity and made clear her guile. “I am princess in name only. Oh sure, my every whim is catered for, all my needs met, but I lack real authority. Liken me to a toothless megashark; commanding in presence but denied biting power. I am a lobster deprived of its claws, a sea urchin devoid of spines, a—"
"I get the point,” butted in Durgay, sick of her belabouring what appeared to him a trivial issue.
Lorea carried on regardless of the interjection. “...stingray without a sting. That is due to us—meaning the Cetari, not myself personally—enduring patriarchal rule for longer than memory recounts. Merkings traditionally preside over Bounty Reef as our secular and spiritual leader, reducing their Merqueens to naught but ornamental coral. When has a merwoman ever ruled the Cetari? Never! What has a merwoman ever done except raise calves and crops? So what chance does a princess have of inheriting her rightful queenship, other than by ruling vicariously through her husband's reign."
Never had cause to consider the topic before, Durgay was reluctant to examine Cetari inequality now. Merwomen undertook the menial chores, freeing the grandstanding mermales to swan off fishing. Such chauvinism extended to, and was exemplified by, the monarchy. The Merking shone as the glamorous figurehead of Castle Rock, making the important and difficult decisions, his decorative wife the undervalued, supportive sidekick. Mermen had been living their sexist way unchanged for untold years. Why rock the boat with talk of Merwomen's Lib?
Plainly thinking otherwise, Lorea continued her crusade. “I'll make sure the fate of marrying the likes of Lasbow and becoming a sham Merqueen does not befall me. I plan to wrest my stepfather's kingship off him. No longer will I tolerate Uncle Cerdic dominating me."
Detecting a hint of personal acrimony in Lorea's resentment, Durgay simply put her loathing down to petty jealously. Six years earlier her father Anwhorl, the reigning Merking, was tragically killed in a spearfishing accident. His only surviving male relation, Cerdic, immediately filled the vacant job spot, shoring up his newfound kingship by tying the reef knot with his brother's widow. The child princess could not have easily accepted her uncle as a replacement father figure stealing her mother's affections, let alone taking over the Cetari leadership to boot.
Returning to the crux of the matter, Lorea commanded Durgay's full attention when expounding, “Which is why I manoeuvred you here to this place and moment, old-timer. I require your expertise to navigate the lagoon. I possess only eavesdropped, second-hand accounts to guide me. You have actual experience piloting these waters."
"In my youth certainly."
"That is sufficient for my needs."
Admirably upholding the subject-to-royal relationship, Durgay professed, “Princess, entering the Landhopper shallows is a hazardous undertaking for even a trained Seaguardian.” No idle boast, the “measuring up” trial of the Seaguard initiation rite was a testing solo, nighttime infiltration of the atoll's inner sanctum fraught with shark attack and other grisly dangers. Those hopefuls surviving the final audition made the grade, while the failures never even made it home. “I can't imagine what you hope to gain by doing so."
"Dispelling merman bigotry for starters,” she rejoined in a challenging tone. “Mergirls can do anything."
A simple Fisher way out of his depth, Durgay struggled with the concept of equal opportunity for the sexes. “Merwomen haven't the build for the adventurous stuff."
Quicker than a striking sea snake Lorea lunged at Durgay, catching him by surprise. Twisting the trident out of his hands humiliatingly for a second time, she levelled the three prongs of intimidating barbed bone at his throat. “I've secretly watched you instructing the Seaguards in fighting techniques. I'm more than able to copy those moves and handle myself."
Not doubting that for a second, the disarmed merman expressed grave reservations swimming headfirst into the mouth of trouble. “Just what draws you to risking life and fin braving Harvest Shallows?"
"Excitement. Danger. Showing the Merking up."
"There's more to life than showboating, Highness."
"Now you're getting my drift, Durgay."
The old Seaguard did not know what was more shocking; the princess acknowledging his name by using it, or the inference he was thinking like a teenaged mergirl.
Barefacedly slagging off the Merking, Lorea's candidness bordered on treason. “Cerdic is a spineless, sponge of a merman about as ambitious as the foundation rock of our seamount. Expansion, not seclusion, is the key to future Cetari prosperity."
"Expanding where?"
Lorea threw her arms open wide. “Here, naturally."
Feeling as if he was sinking into the abyss, Durgay floundered with the foreign concept. “Castle Rock is home to us, and always will be."
"Only because we limit ourselves to Bounty Reef,” contended the princess, escalating passion animating her voice. “Open your mind and consider the possibilities. Cetari flourishing unopposed on two reefs, colonising Pah Ocean as far as the flying fish glides.” Noticing Durgay cast doubting eyes over the wasted corals littering Desolation Reef, she inveigled him, “Use your imagination. Under Merqueen management the hoi polloi will have no trouble clearing the starfish, replanting the seagrasses, fostering new coral growth, reeling the fish back in."
Commoners indeed formed the backbone of the oceanic industry. The monarchy functioned on the graft of ordinary merfolk. Without them, the sovereigns ceased being influential. Tides ran two ways however, and everyday Cetari depended on the royal family for inspirational headship.
An old truism popped into Durgay's mind. The current of life enriches stagnant water. On an innate level Lorea's hankering to flout convention weirdly made sense. Progress never came easy to a society steeped in tradition, where revolutionary ideas for bettering the status quo were stiffly resisted by those innovation frightened. Durgay was such a one terrified of change. Cosseted by the sea of perpetuance, he lived in a world of blue and white uncomplicated by shades of grey.
Returning to his simpler way of thinking, Durgay posed the problem, “Displacing the Landhoppers will be no easy eviction. It'd be harder than coaxing a conch out of its shell."
Thinking she gained a convert, Lorea eagerly advocated, “That's where Lasbow's Seaguardians come into play. It is difficult to wage a war without warriors."
Her naivety astounded Durgay. “Whoa your seahorse right there, Princess. Members of the Seaguard follow a strict code of conduct, serving to protect, not provoke. We are defenders only."
Shaking his trident at him, Lorea spat, “All mermen crave to domineer. It's their nature."
Again Durgay got the unsettling impression the princess's rancour was much more than job related. He went rigid. “Captain Lasbow is an honourable merman. He'd never go along with such a radical and seditious scheme."
"When I turn on the charm, he'll do anything I ask of him,” Lorea believed, flaunting her two prized assets brazenly. “Sex is the most powerful weapon of all."
"There is the numbers game to consider, Highness. The Landhoppers are as numerous as starfish."
"Right wins over might any day,” she parried, “as I intend proving."
Durgay reciprocated by sparring with another maxim. “Don't count your fish eggs before they hatch."
Realising she had read the veteran Seaguardian wrong, Lorea worked to turn the mistake to her advantage. To hook a fish required the right bait. “You are sworn to the service of the Merking."
Pride raised Durgay's squarish chin. “It is the privilege of the Seaguard to serve His M—"
"Spare me the eulogising. You pledged to shield Cerdic from harm.” The last lodged in Lorea's gullet like an unpalatable fishbone. “Should that not include protecting the Merking from his own stupid inaction?” she lowed persuasively.
Confliction tortured Durgay. Technically, Lorea's argument was without fault. What he found hard to reconcile was the Seaguard oath broadening to saving the Merking from himself.
Capitalising on his dilemma, Lorea compounded Durgay's inner turmoil. “The vow you took can be interpreted to comprise the royal family too."
"Obviously, Princess,” mumbled the distracted merman.
"Then, by way of proxy, you must assist me in liberating the Cetari from Cerdic's lacklustre rule. Supporting my cause benefits Castle Rock, and ultimately Pah Ocean, tremendously. Not only can a matriarchy be installed, the oceans will be well rid of the Landhopper scourge. Help me to usher in a brand new reign of richness and I guarantee Nupterus, God of Seas and Skies, rewarding your soul in the afterlife."
Thoroughly bamboozled by Lorea's clever double-talk, trapped between a reef and a dry place, Durgay reverted to age-old Cetari beliefs cushioning his unrest. Whalebone was venerated not only as a functional commodity charged with mysticism. Merfolk religion subscribed to the belief that the spirits of their dead infused whalebone as reward for leading a wholesome life. Those unworthy were cast out into everlasting aerial purgatory. Sceptical she possessed the power to either save or sentence his immortal soul, the Merprincess was still of royal blood and ostensibly Durgay's better.
Finding no comfort in religion, Durgay clung to the life raft of duty. Swamped by clashing emotions aching his brain, something could be said for unthinking obedience dispelling confusion. Bowing solicitously, he said, “I am yours to command, Princess."
Precisely the reaction she planned for; Lorea's victory smile was as perturbing as a shark's gape. “Smart move. You will be hailed a visionary hero under my queenship."
Or condemned as traitor when the Merking learns of my complicity.
Either way, right or wrong, Durgay felt obliged to be the consummate Seaguardian. Besides, Lorea was the one holding the trident.
"Do you feel that, grandpa? It is the tide of change."
Durgay indeed perceived a shift in the ocean's rhythm. Incredibly sensitive, Cetari skin easily assimilated the nuances of the sea, registering minute variances in water temperature, salt content, and flow. Drifting thirty yards offshore from the coral ring encircling Lunder Atoll and the breach providing sole access to the lagoon, he experienced an exhilarating thrill of adrenalin. The changing tide heralded the green light to go and once underway there was no turning back; at least, not until the outgoing tide seven hours from now.
Experiencing a rare flash of insight, Durgay supposed, “Princess, is there something else you're seeking in Harvest Shallows other than emancipation?"
Lorea fidgeted in the gathering current. She picked Durgay for his geographical knowledge, fighting skills, and unquestioning compliance, not his brainpower. Resolving never to underestimate any mermale again, as time was running out she decided to come clean. With one revealing click she dealt the old Fisher a stunning hammer blow. “Grohial."
Durgay sagged. If not for his watery surrounds, he would have keeled over from the eye-opener. “That is just a myth,” he managed to croak, gill flaps working overtime to supply enough oxygen to keep him from fainting.
"Only to the masses,” Lorea disclosed. “We royals have kept the secret for generations. The Grohial is as real as the seawater we breathe. I aim to regain it and make it mine."
No wonder the princess was hell-bent on not only risking her skin but his as well to get at the fabled relic. Stemming from an epoch entailing the creation of the Cetari, when Nupterus moulded the Adam and Eve of the merfolk from the sediment flooring the abyssal plain, gifting them with life and love, the Grohial was a holy artefact of unknown origin and composition. Discovered at the bottom of an oceanic trench by the deepest diving whalebone retriever of all, an ancestral Fisher of mythical proportions by the name of Hulcer, the Cetari instantly revered the sacred object. Any item recovered from the near bottomless seafloor warranted unconditional worship. Succumbing to his pressure injuries sustained during the marathon dive, the heroic diver passed into martyrdom shortly after delivering his portentous find into the clutches of his companions. Electing to transfer their hallowed catch to a place of safekeeping, the pod of Fishers were waylaid by a war party of Landhoppers and slain to a merman, bar the grievously injured survivor who lived to tell his discoverers the sorry tale afterwards. During the tussle the dying keeper of the Grohial selflessly plunged headfirst into the Deep, returning the objet d'art to the undisturbed seabed, forever denying the Landhoppers opportunity to defile its purity. Legend grew that whoever recovered the Grohial again would be empowered with the ability to overcome the Landhoppers in victorious finality, ruling over the Cetari until the end of time when the skies burned, the seas boiled and dried up.
Durgay shook his head in disbelief. “If the Grohial truly exists, it lies beyond our reach in the deepest, darkest, coldest waters. No merman I know can emulate Hulcer's epic feat."
"Not so,” the princess contested. “The Grohial did not sink beneath the waves to the unplumbed depths with its mortally wounded carrier, as commonly believed. An audacious Landhopper warrior robbed him of it and returned to Lunder Atoll with the prize."
"But the legend..."
"A cover story concocted to downplay Landhopper success. Nobody wanted treasure hunters riling up the walkers by staging raids in their home waters.
And so the Grohial has remained in their custody."
Daring to quiz his blue-blooded better, Durgay wondered, “You know this for fact?"
"The lore passed down true to successive Merkings, of whom none had the gumption to act on it."
Durgay needed further convincing. “No Fisher in living memory who penetrated the Landhopper lagoon and escaped with his life, myself included, ever reported seeing the Grohial.” The fact every attempt was made in the dark of night when visibility was at its lowest did not factor into his refusal.
"It was purportedly glimpsed dangling over water on the end of a bamboo pole upriver as a constant taunt to us."
"Who by?” It was a valid question on Durgay's part.
Lorea did not think so, snapping her displeasure at being grilled by a mere commoner. “A daring Merprince of old, grouper-head, obviously back when mermales were real mermen with flukes of mettle."
Not taking his shaming well, Durgay retorted with, “It'll prove impossible to recover, unless you're planning to swim upstream in suffocating freshwater, launch into the air with the winged grace a flying fish, and snatch the Grohial like a shark robbing a bait hook."
The smile Lorea gave her patsy was purely crocodilian. “We aren't. You are."
I swam right into that one. In Lorea's mind, expendability was another of Durgay's qualifying attributes.
"Once I retake possession of the Grohial in the name of the Cetari, Cerdic will be shamed into relinquishing the throne to me. No Fisher worth his salt will tolerate the rule of a gutless Merking, making possible my advocating the queenship as the only viable alternative.
Remembering his friend's ambitions, Durgay argued, “What of Lasbow? He's the obvious choice to swim into the fins of Cerdic and does come across as a mermanlier candidate."
Scoffing at so-called male superiority did not preclude Lorea from making concessions. “To get the mermen on side I'll wed him, but the captain will function as my consort, never as Merking. Mark my words, Fisher. As holder of the sacred equaliser, merfolk will follow me to the ends of the ocean. Starting with you. So, lead on."
Egged on by the push of the incoming tide at his back, Durgay headed intrepidly for the gap in the reef crest escorted by the armed princess, instructing as he went. “Swim precisely in my wake, Highness. The undertow hereabouts is treacherously strong when the tide is running and can sweep the unwary into the abrading corals. That'd certainly roughen up your pretty skin and validate the Merqueen's caution about currents."
"My mother has all the nouse of a brain coral,” Lorea scoffed.
Unclear whether the princess was partnering or shepherding him, Durgay started channelling all his powers of concentration on the demanding task at hand. Body surfing the crisscross of currents agitating the Surge required flair and boldness. Reliant in part upon previous experience, the shortfall was made up by his superb echolocation ability.
Even in the clearest seawater light dispersed over short distances only, limiting the usefulness of eyesight. Underwater sound waves, travelling faster and carrying farther than in the medium of air, provided a happier alternative. Emitting a pulse of clicks focused into a forward projecting beam of directional sound by the oil-filled melon bulging his forehead, Durgay picked up the returning echoes bouncing off objects, such as shoals of fish, with his fatty lined jaws. By altering the pitch and frequency of the acoustic scan he “saw in sound” his 3-D environment, the biologic sonar enabling him to visualise a safe path through the labyrinth of interlocking currents.
The break in the algal ridge was perilously shallow, funnelling the tidal flow across twenty yards of the reef table in a paltry eight feet of water, the resulting vortex taxing the swimming expertise of even the ablest merman. Only high seas made egress into the lagoon possible, for the outgoing tide fully exposed the reef crest, emptying the channel of seawater and affecting the route impassable for all creatures fishy. Zigzagging deftly through the turbulence, skilfully rebounding off current margins, Durgay gained the halfway mark of the harrowing run when a squeal of fright sounded behind.
Princess Lorea was in dire trouble.
Flipping onto his back, Durgay saw her floundering in the strands of the unforgiving undertow after jinking left instead of right. With no hope of backswimming against the surging seven-knot current to lend her a helping hand, he watched powerlessly Lorea being sucked downwards to the sandpaper corals lining the bottom. Just then, Nupterus smiled on his ambitious daughter and spared her a painful hull scraping. Captured by the gyrations of a whirlpool off to the side of the main underflow, the princess completed six rapid revolutions in the marine whisk before shooting out of it with the speed of a cast-off torpedo.
Popping to the surface like an unstopped cork, Lorea found the Sea God's intervention rather fickle. Swamped by a nine-foot wall of saltwater rolling inshore against the resisting downstream flow from a low-lying river, she tumbled over and over in the foaming mixer, swept uncontrollably landward across the lagoon. Immersing to escape the steep wave front of the tidal bore, the spluttering princess descended through the underwater turbidity, her gills forced to ventilate distasteful freshwater tainted with silt. Emerging from the clouds of stirred sediment muddying the river mouth, Lorea instinctively fought her way back against the pushy current to the seaward side of Harvest Shallows, disoriented by her ordeal but retaining sense enough to blindly paddle for clearer waters.
Looking out for her, Durgay waved frantically for the dazed princess to join him twenty feet down in the sluggish eddies west of the Surge. Splashing about in the atoll swimming hole was not without its natural discomforts. Sunburn posed a very real health risk for the delicately skinned Cetari, the ultraviolet light reflecting harshly off the glary white sands filling in the lagoon bottom. Water temperature was exaggerated to a near intolerable level by the combination of baking sun and heat-amplifying seabed. Hypersalinity was another issue for the visiting merfolk, who could endure the lagoon's heightened saltiness only for brief periods.
Long enough to snatch back the Grohial hoped Durgay.
Exposure to the elements became the least of his worries. Etched against the backdrop of starkly white sands in crystal clear water where visibility extended to forty plus feet, the greatest danger lay in being spotted by straying eyes topside. Durgay had just the remedy to lessen that peril. Previous explorations of Harvest Shallows uncovered an underwater cave pitting the inside rim of the reef wall ten feet below and to his left. His plan was unsurprisingly simple. Alongside Lorea, he would hole up in the grotto until the falling night inked the lagoon, at which time Durgay would embark on his submerged dash upriver, burgle the stolen relic, and collect the waiting princess to board the roller coaster tidal outflow back to the open sea.
If only Her Royal Pain-in the-Arse would stop dillydallying and descend quicker! Motioning for the coasting princess to hurry up, Durgay noticed something terribly amiss. Risking discovery and a slap on his face for his effrontery, he demanded in a strident click, “Where's my trident, missy?"
Slow to overcome her dazedness, Lorea stared blankly at her empty hands. The Seaguardian's precious toy must have slipped out of her grasp during her wild ride. Indignant, her scorn outdid Durgay's gruffness. “Why is every mermale preoccupied with where his shaft is!"
There was no time for Durgay to reply. Splashes on the surface preceded backlit silhouettes entering the lagoon from the beachfront. Humanoidal figures plunged rapidly, menacingly spread-eagled, like spiders abseiling on sticky strands. In their midst a heavy fibre net unfolded with dreadful purpose, its squarish dimensions steered by handheld guide ropes strung from each of its rock-weighted corners. Lorea failed to notice the impending danger even as the mesh engulfed her, snaring the unsuspecting princess. Wrapping the rope webbing tightly about their staggered catch before she could react and struggle, her kidnappers promptly hauled the netted Lorea upwards.
Dozens more potential captors plopped into the sun-warmed waters of Harvest Shallows towing a second, huger net meant for the robustly built merman. Knowing he should dive the remaining forty-five feet to at least attempt to hide in one of the clumps of seagrass whispering in the bottom eddy, Durgay floated immobile, frozen by fear. Weaponless and outnumbered, he did not even put up token resistance as the Landhopper divers swarmed over him, trussing up the compliant Cetari warrior in a cocoon of constricting cords. Meekly accepting his demise, he neglected to cringe from the stone-headed mace clubbing him into senselessness after they dragged him ashore.


Chapter Three"Looksee here at what the boys landed!"
Ryops, Dokran Teh of the Piawro, looked vacantly up at his tallish magician-priest, careful to hide his revulsion at Eskaa's fathomless cruelty to animals, before surveying the pair of freshly caught man-fish dripping suspended from individual tripods of bakau poles. Removed from their capture nets, only the dazed female hung free of restraints. Her more dangerous male companion, pummelled into unconsciousness, had his hands bound securely behind his back by knotted cords of the same coconut fibre rope cruelly looped about the base of their tails and tautly strung over the apex of each trivet, then tied off around the trunk of a nearby coconut tree. A freshening south-easterly, swaying the crowns of the other palms dotting the beach, gently rocked the hunters” catch-of-the-day, the timber supports creaking in protest.
"Congratulations, Eskaa,” the chieftain deprecatingly croaked. “You've netted two Fish-with-Hands. Throw in a couple of breadfruit loaves and they should feed the masses nicely."
The lanky Landhopper wisely disregarded his leader's dry wit. Backing Ryops was a seven strong honour guard of emotionless Shurpeha. The sword-bearing warriors were famously intolerant of any disrespect shown toward their boss and Eskaa's personal followers no match for their fighting prowess.
His tallness notwithstanding, the Subos of Lunder Atoll appeared cloned from the same mould that spawned his identical looking chief and primitively club-armed captors milling curiously around the strung up Cetari.
Essentially giant bipedal frogs, the Piawro visibly looked the part. Bulging eyes, sporting horizontally slit daytime pupils, sat seemingly grafted onto a snub-nosed head perched at the end of a thickset neck sloping down from hunched shoulders. Stubby, four-fingered hands sprouted from arms overly long for the squat body, compounding the amphibs top-heavy appearance. Coated in an overall olive-green colouration, the shiningly dry and warty skin was mottled in additional shadings of lemon and russet, harking back to their evolutional beginnings when camouflage enhanced survivability in their tropically forested coastland home.
Nudging the six foot mark, Eskaa easily would have towered over Ryops by a full two feet were it not for a peculiarity of Piawro physiology. Resulting from their unique amphibian ancestry the islanders stood everlastingly stooped over, their upright stance birdlike due to backward facing knee joints bent in awkward permanence. These muscularly kinked hind legs, unable to straighten, denied the amphibs adopting the familiar two-legged walking and running gaits intrinsic to other bipeds, conferring instead the hopping motion from which their belittling Cetari nickname derived.
The scarlet and indigo macaw quills forming the feather collar serving as Eskaa's priestly insignia rustled in the rising sea breeze. Leaning heavily upon his partnering badge of office—a forked, wooden staff topped by a bone rattle—the deputy leader of the Piawro glowered at his weakling superior, weighing up his response. He then quipped, “Fish and hips for tea tonight?” prodding Lorea's waist with the sharpened butt of his rattling staff.
Ryops needed no such adornments. Only the chieftaining males of the Piawro possessed poison glands, the fleshy cerise ear sacs advertising rank as well as warning of danger. “We'll need a more substantial catch than this pair to feed the rest of the island,” he bluntly told his second.
In a muttering croak for Ryop's eardrums only, Eskaa selfishly answered, “The tastes of the few outweigh the hunger of the many.” Rank brought with it privilege and damn the untitled, according to the Subos's philosophy of greed.
Pulling his narcissistic priest off to one side, Ryops censured him under the broiling mid-afternoon sun, the burning sands hot underfoot. Recognition between the amphibs centred on differentiating voice tones and the Dokran Teh's timbre was unmistakably grim. “The Piawro are starved of food and space, and you can't think beyond filling your own belly! Eskaa, you didn't have me dragged from my siesta all the way down to the beach simply to discuss what's gracing tonight's dinner menu."
Gesturing with his crooked staff to the Cetari dangling behind him, the rattly bones underlining his defending croaks, Eskaa urged, “Look past the Fish-with-Hands as mere seafood takeouts, delectable as they are, and tell me what you see."
Flummoxed, Ryops shrugged his hunched shoulders. “A couple of fish out of water."
"Look past the obvious."
Ryops attempted to do just that and came up empty-handed.
"Spies,” accused Eskaa.
Blinking his lidded eyes, Ryops challenged the summation. “Preposterous!” he declared. “They're obviously male and female; a mating pair who carelessly wandered into the lagoon to spawn. Can't really blame the lustful fish for that. It is a romantic setting, even for dumb animals."
"They're far from being that."
Sighing loudly, Ryops fixed his disagreeing Subos with a judgmental stare. “We've had this discussion countless times before and my viewpoint stands unchanged."
"As does mine. Do not foolishly discount the Fish-with-Hands as mindless beasts, like you always do, Ryops. Treat them with the same respect you'd afford a hurricane, for they are just as unpredictable and destructive."
"Nonsense, Eskaa. Before today there had been no sightings of Fish-with-Hands for two generations. If not for this capture, I'd have guessed them extinct."
"An unwise assumption,” said the criticising Subos. “They've merely been lying low in deep water. Planning. Plotting."
"Scheming what? They are stupid fish incapable of stringing together a strand of pearls, let alone complete a sentence."
Jumping on the opportunity presenting itself, Eskaa offered up Lorea's confiscated black pearl necklace to his mocking leader as proof positive of Cetari intelligence. “I ripped this off the neck of the female. It's clearly a handmade symbol of rank."
Unwilling to concede the point, Ryops asserted, “An octopus has arms, four more than your handy fish combined sport. That doesn't make it any brighter than a coconut crab"
"But possessing a language does."
Back on that old seahorse.
"I've been making a study of the whistles and clicks the Fish-with-Hands produce. Diving to the bottom of the lagoon, I sit outside the entrance for as long as I can tolerate the salt, listening to the underwater sounds borne by the incoming currents. That's how we intercepted this pair so quickly. I heard their approach, Ryops."
"Hearing doesn't necessarily mean understanding,” countered the doubting Dokran Teh.
"On the contrary, my chieftain, monitoring fish chatter blesses me with a rudimentary comprehension of their speech and I overheard these two talking over invasion plans."
"Eskaa, that's crazy talk. Why would fish, even smart ones, choose to invade the land?"
"Dunno. All I fathomed is that the Fish-with-Hands are talking war."
Highly sceptical, Ryops put his Subos to the test. “Convince me then. Hold a conversation with one of them."
"R-Right now?” stammered Eskaa.
"What better time. You have a captive audience.” Ryops was insisting his histrionic magician-priest put on a good show.
"I can't. They're both out to it."
"Makes it a tad difficult to prove your theory, eh Eskaa?” Taking a short hop past his grumbling Subos, Ryops steadied the rocking merman, twirling Durgay to face him. Gazing deeply into the lidless, unblinking eyes, searching for a glimpse of receptivity, he croaked in disgust at his own foolishness and shoved the senseless Cetari away, necessitating Eskaa to dodge the swinger.
Pleased at foiling his childhood sparring partner, Ryops had weightier problems than errant seafood to ponder. “Gut them like the fish they are and feed the fillets to my Shurpeha,” he gruffly ordered, bounding up off the beach headed into the mangroves, his retinue of protectors scrabbling to form up behind their retiring chief.
The chuffed guard commander, a hulking toady by the name of Chulib, licked his lipless mouth and smugly said, “Better hop to it, Subos,” then showed off to the glowering Subos with a parting swish of his obsidian-edged timber sword before shouldering his round bamboo shield and jumping after them.
Eskaa shot imaginary daggers into Chulib's receding back. The Shurpeha were a major hurdle in his goal of personal advancement. Those wretched slashers of theirs! Representing the coconut cream of Piawrod armaments, the three and a half foot long macana made a potent weapon, capable of decapitating an amphib in a single, two-handed blow.
Created by red hot molten lava spewing from a shoreline volcanic vent and rapidly cooled by the ocean amid a hissing cloud of steam into glassy-textured dark rock, shards of emerald-black obsidian—honed to a sharpness keener than steel—slotted snugly into grooves chiselled along the opposing edges of the wooden sword and glued firmly in place with thick breadfruit sap. Prized beyond any other item on the island, the precious obsidian remained the sole property of the Shurpeha, employed to enforce Dokran Teh authority. Not even Eskaa's loyal band of religious groupies dared tackle the slash-and-cut weaponry that rendered the chieftain's bodyguards nigh on invincible. Conservative stone clubs were no match for a well-swung macana.
Prudently waiting until chieftain and company hopped out of sight into the jungly foliage, Eskaa put his own plans into motion. Growing up alongside Ryops enabled him to precisely gauge how far to test his boss's limited patience. To his flunkies he barked the command, “Hoist the male Fish-with-Hands over to the lagoon and dunk him. Quickly now! I don't want him expiring before we have a chance to play twenty questions."
"What of the female?” one of his devotees asked.
Running a stubby index finger down Lorea's breastbone, Eskaa whispered in her earhole, “You are someone special, my dear. I sense it. Killing you will bring your school out into the open.” Knowing more about the Cetari than he let on to Ryops, the Subos slurped his lengthy, prehensile tongue over the mermaid's unresponsive face, his drool moisturising her drying cheek skin. “Ever kissed a frog, princess?"
"The female? What is to be done with her?” the lackey pressed.
Whirling on the interrupter, Eskaa thwacked him on the noggin with the bony crown of his staff. The foolish amphib cowered from his master's wrath, rubbing his bruised head. “Do as the Dokran orders and dress her for the Shurpeha evening meal. Save her hands for me. Instruct chef to cut them off and fry the digits up in a little coconut oil. I'm in the mood to snack on fishfingers."
* * * *Squalid best summed up R'bat City. There was no better, or worse, description for the principal Piawro settlement. Not even the squalor of the scattered outlying villages compared to the grunge debasing the Lunder Atoll capital. Thousands of dingy timber and mud pithouses infested a clearing hacked out of Corakk Jungle at the southern foot of the dormant volcanic mountain forming the imposing epicentre of the island. The conurbation of semi-sunken lodges had the odious look of warts blotching the landscape, a tropical cancer diseasing paradise. The smoky exhalation of the primitive metropolis, cast by the uncountable cooking fires steadily devouring the jungle, choked the lower slopes of Mont Plaas, making the slumbering volcano appear to have sprung a leak at its base.
Entering the nucleus of Piawro society at a slow hop, Ryops gagged on the malodorous stenches. Wood smoke tainted air already fouled by stinking, overflowing communal latrines polluting the congested civic centre. The musty pong of untold amphib bodies overlaying the nasal assault, Chulib organised half of his shepherding Shurpeha into a vanguard to clear a path for the returning Dokran Teh through the smelly mass. Not everyone gave way courteously enough to the guard captain's liking, compelling him to order the use of abusive croaks and the occasional shove to dole out his will. Jumping protectively alongside his disgusted chieftain, Chulib gave sly hand signals for the attendants bringing up the rear to close ranks, intent on preventing Ryops from being jostled.
What he could not shield his chieftain from was the swelling dissonance that had Ryops hopping the gauntlet every time he set a webbed foot outside his lodges. Vociferous demands for more food and housing, better sanitation, peppered the big boss of the Landhoppers daily. Risking a bashing for their outspokenness, the brasher hecklers openly accused the badgered Dokran Teh of incompetence, insisting he address the problems of the Piawro forthwith or handover management to a more capable amphib. Surprise, surprise, Eskaa's name was craftily touted.
A bark from Ryops restrained Chulib from thumping the treasonous talkers; rioting was the last hassle he wanted to contend with. Upping the pace of his van instead, the leaping commander ushered his chieftain over and through the malcontents in twenty-foot bounds along a switchback dirt incline, gaining in no time the guarded gate to the bamboo palisade fencing the palatial compound sited advantageously on a basaltic shelf overlooking the city.
Once safely inside Ryops dropped his escort apart from faithful Chulib, who accompanied him to the architecturally notable roundhouse generations of Piawro leaders before him had dwelt in. Squatting on a mat of woven palm leaves spotlighted by the shaft of afternoon sun slanting through the uncovered doorway, he invited the Shurpeha's senior officer to sit a spell. Preferring to stoop, Chulib leaned himself alongside his sword up against the mud-plastered walls, oblivious to the sense of history permeating the room. The underlying basalt blocks, cemented with mortar in a circular plan, muffled the jeers reminding Ryops of the unfixable mess he inherited.
"Chulib, you don't realise just how lonely at the top it is."
Unsure how to respond to his chief's opener, he offered, “Dokran, if it's company you desire, I can easily send for one of the concubines. Going for a swim with her should lift your spirits."
If only forgetting my troubles was that simple.
"Take a gander outside, Chu, and you won't see anything but the woes of the Piawro. Hunger, not hatred, riles that mob out there. Who can blame them? Overcrowding is the root cause of the critical food and housing shortages. Compounding those problems is the habitual deforestation. Corakk is not an inexhaustible resource. Everyday our loggers fell more trees, shrinking the jungle. Pretty soon there'll be no wood to fuel our campfires nor lumber for much needed homes. Already the wildlife is depleted to the point that the only fresh meat we can catch is the odd sugarcane rat, and they're hardly what I'd call a meal. As for the fishing, that'd be totally nonexistent if not for the odd tiger fish swimming into the lagoon and I for one am growing sick of shark fin soup.” Ryops sighed pessimistically, adding, “The Piawro can't subsist on coconuts forever. What are we to do?"
Chulib proffered no answer. He was a thumper, not a thinker.
Fixing his guard captain with a questioning stare, Ryops angled for straightforward counsel. “Do you think Eskaa is right about the Fish-with-Hands having smarts?"
"Fish is meant to be brain food, Dokran."
Mulling over Chulib's unfussy cliché, Ryops fished deeper. “Their questionable intelligence aside, in your opinion should I consider the Fish-with-Hands harmful?"
"All wild animals should be treated as dangerous."
Unaided by his chief bodyguard's middle-of-the-path perspective, Ryops gazed broodingly at the dreary vista despoiling his line of sight. The warty pithouses only added to his gloomy impression of the Piawro rotting from the inside out, the scrawny and grimy amphibs clustered around the few cooking hearths spewing out pleasanter aromas completing the dismal picture. If only one of his predecessors was born a visionary possessing enough guts and prescience to avert the present state of affairs, the plight of the Piawro might not be so hopeless.
Chulib did cough up one derogatory standpoint. “Eskaa is about as trustworthy as a sea snake and twice as venomous."
Ryops nodded agreeably. “That'll be all, Chu."
Left to his musings, Ryops sought out solitude and perhaps even a little understanding by visiting the Temple of Elements adjoining his personal residence in the fenced compound; the church and the chieftainship went hand in hand. Slipping outside and down the bamboo-sided walkway connecting the neighbouring complexes, he paused at the entrance to the square, unassuming structure. Built to withstand the seasonally destructive hurricanes, the brick and mortar shrine exuded the same aura of antiquity and permanence imbuing the Dokran Teh's sturdy residence. The projection of power needed to seem everlasting and be weatherproof to boot.
Ducking inside through the bamboo curtain, Ryops was instantly challenged by the woody stare of Vhello, God of Fire and War; his squat, tadpole-shaped likeness carved from a mangrove trunk and stained an intimidating black by a dye extracted from bakau leaves. In one oversized hand the glowering idol clutched a flaming brand replaced daily by temple acolytes, while the other gripped an obsidian hand axe rumoured to be over 4,000 seasons old and still sporting functional cutting edges. Defiantly facing outwards from the northern wall of the temple, Vhello was flanked by his equally scary brothers. Enayres, God of Water and Blood, occupied the western quadrant, a turtle shell bowl caked with crusty, aged blood from a more barbarous time, when ritual sacrifice appeased the gods, cupped in his massive wooden hands. Soruca, God of the Wind and the Dead, hulked larger than life from the east side of the temple, arms outspread, his cheeks puffed up as he blew the controlling zephyrs for weather, which guided also the passage of the spirits departing into the hereafter of Dughenna.
Bypassing that happy trio, the moody Dokran Teh presented himself to the deity lounging against the southern wall. Movement surprised Ryops and he disturbed a slaving acolyte fastidiously oiling the fourth timber statue. Looking up from his chore, Eskaa's devout follower shot Ryops a discouraging glance. This was the stronghold of his pretentious Subos.
The frosty reception did not deter the Piawro chieftain. Employing his sternest tone, Ryops blustered, “I'm seeking enlightenment from my ancestors. Unless you have a direct link with Ceretas, you're of no use to me. Therefore bugger off."
Demonstrating unheard of commonsense for a religious groupie, the acolyte left Ryops to his veneration.
The ebony God of Earth and the Underworld vacantly stared down his worshipper with sculpted eyes as lifeless as the ash filling the inverted amphib skullcap strung from his neck as a macabre medallion. Ryops returned the blank gaze, pondering the patent ironies of the moment. Requiring practical solutions to the problems afflicting his people, here he was questing solace from the ghosts of the past. Partnering that paradox came the absurdity of his piety outstripping that of his ordained priest. More materialistic than mystical, Eskaa was not above using religion as a springboard for his own political ambitions.
Spiritual guidance was not in the offing.
Silently petitioning Ceretas to coax the collective souls composing his lineage to impart any shreds of numinous wisdom, the praying chieftain completely missed the sticky afternoon waning into a spectacular tropical sundown blooding the seamless sky. Tiring of his heartfelt entreaty going unanswered, he hopped mechanically back to his roundhouse through the cooling twilight, not needing his unseeing eyes to negotiate the gathering dusk.
Maidservants having already prepared his evening repast, Ryops dined alone on an entrée of roasted mango kernels, the main course of dried coconut flesh served on a bed of boiled banana flowers followed by bamboo seed cakes. While the bulk of the populace either starved or supped on the slim pickings the receding jungle provided, the Piawro hierarchy were catered for with adequate vegetarian fare.
Picking half-heartedly at his dessert, he washed the unappealing food down with a swig of arrack, counting on the potent spirit distilled from the sugary coconut palm sap to drown the aftertaste of his unfulfilling meatless meal. Sending for a refill, Ryops made the servant leave the bamboo bottle as well as light a smouldering coconut husk to act as a mosquito repellent. He quaffed a second cup without blinking a bulgy eye and poured another, slapping at a pesky bloodsucker bothering his neck. Getting blind drunk held the appeal of blocking out the pressures of heading a tribe marooned on a desert isle, if only for the night. It might also intoxicate the insects.
* * * *Chanting invaded Ryops’ drunken stupor. The feminine-voiced canticle slithered through the alcoholic haze fogging his brain, mesmerising his addled psyche with an invitation to join the singers in a fusing of essences. Intriguing and enticing, even in his susceptible, inebriated state Ryops fought off the temptation to surrender his will to the call, as he had been doing for the better part of the month. Every night for the past three weeks the mantra tugged persistently, steadily eroding his stiff resistance like water seepage weakening an earthen barricade. Tonight, the dam was about to burst.
Instinct forced sobriety upon Ryops, jolting him awake with an overpowering sense of urgency. Rolling off his palm weave bedding, he hopped unsteadily to the uncovered doorway, leaning on the stone architrave for support. The Eye of Cetera shone watchfully from a boundless field of blue-black pinpricked with the ageless lights of faraway alien suns. On nights of the full moon Landhoppers believed the deity presiding over Dughenna used the lunar orb as a seeing eyepiece from his underworld domain to track incoming souls drawn to the hidden fissure in the earth which led to the climatic afterlife.
Ryops chuckled croakily. What with the death toll from starvation and related diseases on the rise daily, not to mention the growing incidences of frogmanslaughter arising from squabbles over tillable land, Cetera should have no trouble spotting the influx of deceased Piawro headed his way.
Vying with the twinkling starshine, unearthly moonbeams ghosted Lunder Atoll, silvering the sleepy coral isle in a muted parody of daylight. Fearful islanders stayed indoors after dark, respecting the vaporous dead roaming the hoary nightscape with invisible impunity. Demonstrating no such qualms, Ryops lurched outside into the moonlit compound. The shiningly vigilant moon not only shepherded the exodus of the dead, it was the harbinger of a renewal of Piawro life.
Drawing a steadying breath, Ryops reeled from the inrush of clammy night air. Taking a moment to recover, he bent and stuck his aching head between his inverted knees. A solitary Shurpeha sentry observed from his watchtower overlooking the barred gate the wobbly Dokran Teh and sensibly averted his gaze. His job was to guard, not mother, his intoxicated chieftain.
Coming erect, Ryops started shaking. As his mind slowly cleared, the chanters increased their tempo, his skull reverberating from the upbeat mantra. Clutching his throbbing temples with trembly hands, Ryops rapidly lost the fight to retain control of his actions. The last of his resolve crumbling, he gave in to the magnetic pull with a dramatic eighteen-foot vertical leap over the bamboo paling, vanishing from sight. Turning back from his prudence to find his leader gone, the sentry supposed Ryops was restarting his drinking session indoors and scowled enviously.
Landing heavily on his flatfeet outside the back fence, Ryops sprang clumsily away uphill, goaded by the tumult in his head. Starting off enthused his zigzagging bounds were soon blunted by the steepening slope of Mont Plaas into short, wheezing hops. Despite tapering to a summit forty feet shy of the thousand-foot mark, the raked sides of the volcanic cone proved a daunting ascent for even a sober climber. That did not deter the smashed chieftain from scaling the foundation of Piawro civilisation.
The stunted volcano figured prominently in amphib faith from the earliest remembered times. Way before the advent of the four elemental gods, Mont Plaas was itself deified by the first of the colonists migrating from the mainland. Whatever compulsion prompted the resettlement, hundreds braving a hazardous swim through thirty miles of shark-infested waters to claim the tempting isle jewel, was long since relegated to the mists of forgotten time never to be recalled. Millennia ago global warming insidiously withered the lush continental rainforest greening the eastern shores of the landmass into the inhospitable desert coastline of today, also killing off the mainstream amphibs unable to tolerate the excessively drier heat. Lunder Atoll essentially became the ark of the Piawro, outwardly preserving their primordial existence unchanged while in reality subtly restyling their culture, Mont Plaas the defining shaping tool.
Unpredictably active back in those formative days, gassing superheated steam from noxious fumaroles, the primitives viewed the smouldering mountain as a fickle landlord, exacting terrible payment for settling its jungly roots. Unstoppable lahars, triggered by heavy tropical rains pelting the slopes in the wake of minor eruptions, periodically swept down the mountainside, the mudflows engulfing whole villages and burying alive those quaking within their flimsy bamboo houses. Gorged with its cull, the volcano reverted to grumbling ominously, expelling the occasional belch of smoke to keep the petrified villagers permanently on edge.
Fed up with recurring entombment, an enterprising mystic came up with a gruesomely novel method of placating the thunder spirit making its home in the bowels of Mont Plaas: throwing a sacrifice routinely into the crater must surely mollify the cantankerous entity, thereby preventing future devastation. At first criminals and undesirables were made “volunteers,” but after the crime rate mysteriously dropped to zero and every Piawro went about the island on their best behaviour no more suitable candidates could be drafted. The utter lack of disposables mattered not, as the drastic ploy worked a charm. Its bloodlust satiated, Mont Plaas lapsed into a state of dormancy, taking with it into sedentariness the barbaric ritual.
Until the volcano came out of retirement decades later, rocking the atoll with a series of hellish blasts cataclysmic enough to push the amphib colony to the brink of extinction. Pelted hourly with pebbly lapilli falling amid showers of scorching cinders and ash, trapped by constricting lava flows incinerating flora and flesh alike, the condemned Piawro made a last-ditch stand on the isolated northern beach. Hemmed in by blistering rivers of surface magma turning the ocean at his back into a boiling cauldron, a desperate Shurpeha resorted to old practices in order to save his witless chieftain and damned race. Stepping defiantly into the path of advancing death and drawing his flint knife, the protector cut into his own chest, toppling face forward into the runny fire even as he held aloft his stilling heart. Miraculously, the suicidal guard's noble offering did the trick. Slowing as the volcanic fireworks quieted then petered out, the crawling lava cooled sufficiently to solidify scant yards from the cringing amphibs. Amazing how a single, selfless act changes the world.
Saved in the eleventh hour, the sacrificial Shurpeha's deed held far reaching repercussions for ancient Piawro society. The resumption of blood sacrifices, guaranteed to gentle Mont Plaas, endured for centuries afterwards, eventually discontinued when the sleeping mount showed no sign of erupting from its torpor. Relegated to a backseat by its own inactivity, the volcano god soon faded into obscurity, surrogated by the favourable sibling elements.
Gaining finally the summit of the precipitous cone, breathless from exertion and excitation, Ryops puffed his way down to Crater Lake, slipping and sliding down the shingly slope. The clamour thrumming his brain lessened each foot he skidded closer to the rock-bounded lakeshore, dwindling into thankful silence by the time he hopped to a standstill before the inky pool. Blackened by night, the expanse of normally cloudy green water steamed with volcanic warmness, the vapour drifts shimmering in the lunar glow like a ghostly overcoat. Formed by the last eruptive gasp of the fractured mountaintop collapsing unevenly into its partly emptied magma chamber directly below, teeming tropical rains watered the lopsided caldera, creating over time the lofty rim lake. Warmed by Mont Plaas's subdued internal fires, the heated pool often served as personal spa for relaxing Dokrans. However, its chief function remained far more stimulating than its use as a soothing hot tub.
Plunging in, Ryops exulted in the tepid, mildly sulphurous water washing over him, leaching the tension from his wearied body. Allowing himself to descend unmoving deep into the lake's 300 foot limit, he sank in blissful numbness, his troubles cleansed if only for a short while. Opening eyes glazed over with euphoria, his pupils dilated into circles, he sensed rather than saw the buoyant strings of jelly wrapped eggs free-floating in their incubating cocoon of balmy, ebony fluid. Ryops enjoyed a carefree smile. There was no place on the island better to bask than the Spawning Pool.
Such was the Dokran Teh's prerogative.
Piawro breeding was sexless simplicity itself. Specially selected spawners, handpicked by the chieftain from his extensive harem, each laid several clusters of forty-plus jellified eggs during a nighttime egg-laying orgy in the temperate waters of Crater Lake timed to coincide with the autumn Harvest Moon. On completion of their reproductive frenzy the exhausted females chanted a daylong summons, a crescendo of sultry lust that lingered eerily in the steamy lake air for the weeks Ryops resisted its pull. Drawn in by the aphrodisiacal murmurings, the obliging amphib chief leaped with gusto into the enviable task reserved solely for the big boss; a sedate, fertilising swim through the moonlit frogspawn. Only the Dokran was permitted to seed the next generation of Landhoppers, that pleasurable task the greatest perk associated with his position.
Thirty-five years old, the last twelve established as the current incarnation of the Piawro leadership, Ryops sired hundreds of offspring yearly. Eventually one of the tadpoles hatched and raised into froglets after transferral to the freshwater river nursery would come to bear the patently red poison sacs marking his adolescence as the up-and-coming chieftain. So far Ryops’ replacement had not emerged, ensuring his reign and fertilisation sprees continued unabated.
Submersed in his rapturous duty, Ryops frog-kicked into action, the spawning streamers brushing against his skin triggering the release of vital sperm, his heritable chromosomes spreading forth to dominate the Piawro gene pool for another year. Gliding in a lazy spiral, the ecstatic Dokran Teh revelled in the godlike empowerment derived from the primal act.
Yet even a god is fallible. Who in their right mind knowingly procreated, adding countless more progeny to an island crammed full with a hungry, destitute populace?


Chapter FourDurgay came to. Awareness inundated his throbbing brain like a turning tide saturating coastal rocks. Darkness enfolded him as a seaweed wrap would, giving the old Fisher cause to wonder if he had truly woken.
Am I dead? Has Nupterus claimed me for the afterlife?
Flexing his biceps, Durgay felt no response, thinking himself armless.
I must've died and crossed over, morphing into a piece of static whalebone resting on the ocean floor.
Panic welled up in Durgay, a groundless horror churning his empty stomach and chilling the blood.
Is this how I'll spend eternity? Alone in the icy dark, lying unfound at the bottom of the sea.
Rationality crept into the merman's fearful mind. The inky water was acceptably tepid and briny, indicating a depth way above the terrifying Deep. A severe tail spasm reinforced the growing notion he had not left the sea of the living. Twitching involuntarily to relieve the cramp only aggravated the bite of the noose pinching his fleshy peduncle, the added pain a further reminder of Durgay's physical existence. He was alive—for the time being.
The infiltration, the subsequent capture; all came flooding back with frightening clarity. Feeling now the rope bindings restricting his arm movements, Durgay thrashed about, heedless of his soreness. The oldster's struggle proved short-lived. Weakened by his ordeal, securely bound with unbreakable cords, he quickly yielded to fatigue.
Oddly enough, blind luck was on the merman's side. Had he been a shark hanging upside down he would surely have suffocated by now. Cetari needed no constant flow of oxygenated water, guaranteed by swimming, to keep them breathing. Merfolk gill covers flapped with automatic regularity, much like a set of lungs pumps in a continuous exchange of oxygen, although with far greater efficiency. A thousand times heavier than air, water comprises only 1% oxygen compared to the 21% forming the atmosphere above the waves. Whereas a terrestrial mammal extracts one fourth of that air coming into the lungs, fish gills—Cetari included—diffuses eight-tenths the oxygen component of water. In that respect the biology of scales surpasses that of hair.
Quieted by his exhaustion, Durgay tried tuning into the subtle pulse of the ocean. The faint stirring of the ebbing tide on the edge of his perception gave him an approximation of time, pointing to the fact at least twelve hours had elapsed since...
Princess Lorea!
Calling softly, fretfully, to his royal ward, Durgay's timorous whistles went unanswered. He next employed his echolocation, deploying bursts of sonar in an effort to glean the whereabouts of the missing heiress. The returning clicks only confirmed his imprisonment in the Landhopper lagoon, bouncing off the coral ring walling him in with no interrupting contact betraying Lorea's presence anywhere in Harvest Shallows. He did detect a shadow echo fringing the limit of his sonar range; an unrecognisable snippet of a bulk too large to be Cetari that had dread rubbing shoulders with concern.
Despairing, Durgay considered attempting a cry for help, an undersea SOS travelling the many miles gulfing Lunder Atoll and Castle Rock. Reluctantly, he discarded that idea. The opening in the reef wall ringing the lagoon was nowhere in sonar sight, meaning his captors had him stashed somewhere along the northern rim of Harvest Shallows. Any distress call would simply ricochet frustratingly off the sides of the lagoon, going nowhere fast in circles.
Alone, with no prospect of rescue, Durgay gave up all hope and waited for the dawn to bring whatever grisly fate the Landhoppers held in store for him.
Sunrise came disturbingly quick, lightening the watery black into milky greyness then a clearer blue. Gold sparkles rippled the underside of the surface sea, a transient shimmering of morning glory before the stifling heat of the day kicked in.
Hurt wrenched the despondent Seaguardian from the black hole of wretchedness he had sunken into as groping hands winched him up out of the water, his numbed tail stem bearing the brunt of his unsupported weight. Incapable of shielding his unprotected eyes from the kindled eastern sun, Durgay whimpered miserably. It was as if a spiny puffer fish rubbed against his eyeballs, blinding him to all but indescribable pain.
If death was this unpleasant, he willed it to be speedier.
* * * *Eskaa leered wickedly. A new age might be dawning this day for the troubled Piawro if only his machinations dropped into place, and everything hinged on the captured Fish-with-Hand's dangling pathetically before him. Such a prize falling into his lap was a windfall the adroit Subos never expected in his dastardliest scheming. Ever the opportunist, Eskaa counted on playing this wild card for all its worth and have a devilish amount of fun dealing it.
"Cut his bonds,” he ordered one of his burlier hangers-on. “Give him freedom to express his pain."
Snapping his stumpy fingers, another flunky placed the wooden haft of a burning brand into the magician-priest's palm. Eskaa delighted himself waving the torch in the face of the unshackled Cetari who, though unable to see, flinched whenever the fiery heat neared his body, jerking his arms about stiffly. “Before we begin chatting proper, let me establish who your master is,” he croaked evilly.
With that utterance, he stabbed the merman's midriff with the brand.
* * * *Durgay writhed in torment. Spared the stink of seared flesh, he fully experienced the white-hot pain inflicted by Eskaa's sadism; an excruciating heat nightmares sprout from, setting his abdomen afire with agony, charring and blistering the hypersensitive skin. Flames were as alien to the Cetari as walking. Defenceless, gasping for every ragged breath in the waterless air, the anguished merman had never felt this vulnerable, this afraid.
Again, he only wished to die swiftly.
* * * *"That's enough, Eskaa!"
Whirling to berate the interrupter of his play, the piqued Subos submissively lowered his bristling eyes as Ryops, escorted by a full contingent of thirteen Shurpeha, bore down on him. Chulib deftly sent a half dozen bodyguards fanning out ahead of the hopping-mad chieftain, dispersing enough of Eskaa's ragtag groupies loitering on the beachfront to create a debating field in front of the suspended Fish-with-Hands, the remainder taking up station in a semi-circle behind the approaching Dokran Teh.
Hating confrontation, Ryops nonetheless held nothing back when laying into his errant magician-priest. “Found a new way of barbecuing fish? Your perversity knows no bounds. I've put up with your deviant ways far too long. No more will I turn a blind eye."
Always one hop ahead of his competitor, Eskaa was anticipating, counting on, the Dokran's arrival. Suspecting Ryops, certainly not the blockheaded Chulib, of planting a mole amongst the temple junkies to monitor and report on his activities, the wily Subos had by process of elimination marked the informant. Even now his fanatical Inner Circle acolytes were meting church punishment out to the culprit, horrifically flaying him alive using a thorny vine whip in an out-of-the-way jungle spot where his flogged corpse could remain undiscovered for days, perhaps weeks.
Shrugging off the tirade, he flashed his tiny, upper maxillary teeth in a charmless grin. “You have the sorry look of a leftover tuna carcass, Ryops. Not enough beauty sleep last night?"
The sexually drained Piawro chieftain pinned his smarmy Subos with red-rimmed eyes. “I'm alert enough to deal with you.” Glancing over the distraught Fish-with-Hands squirming in soundless pain, Ryops demanded, “What's the meaning behind this?"
"A simple interrogation."
"There's nothing at all simple about you, Eskaa."
Boy, what an understatement! In Eskaa's head ticked a complexity of thoughts unparalleled anywhere on the isle. All through their froglet years his demonstrable intellect dwarfed that of the upcoming Dokran Teh, instigating their lifelong competition, each striving to outsmart the other, with Eskaa typically coming out on top. Genetics assured Ryops’ ascension to power; luck played the pivotal factor in Eskaa's elevation and shrewdness kept him in place. Randomly picked from a multitude of analogous tadpoles to befriend the hatchling chieftain throughout infancy into adulthood, his brainpower propelled Eskaa into minor stardom via the pole position of the priesthood. Ordained Subos on account of his undying devotion to the Piawro, dedication was the glue keeping the shaky partnership of faith and rule between Eskaa and Ryops from coming unstuck.
Of late, their fractious relationship was worsening. Eskaa made no secret of his envying the chieftain, making Ryops insecure. Constrained by custom from openly challenging the undisputed leader of amphib society, the troublesome magician-priest worked behind the scenes to inconvenience Ryops as much as possible. Religion and politics made prickly bedfellows.
"You were told to make a meal of both Fish-with-Hands,” Ryops said, struggling to eyeball the gangly Subos.
"Fish is the family dish,” acknowledged Eskaa.
"Slit his throat then and cut him down. Better that my Shurpeha munch on an early breakfast than a late dinner."
"I think not."
Eskaa's blatant refusal floored the Dokran Teh. “You disobeyed yesterday's command to kill the Fish-with-Hands. Don't repeat that mistake today."
"I don't intend to waste my talking fish on your hungry goons, Ryops."
Chulib came on edge, eyes bulging with preparedness. Flicking hand signals ensured the regimented Shurpeha matched his heightened state of alert.
"Have a care, Subos,” warned Ryops, a dangerous lilt to his croak. “Opposed as I might seem to needless violence, I am not above disciplining any noncompliant Piawro. Insubordination is a serious offence."
Taking full advantage of his taller stature, Eskaa glowered down at his cautioning Dokran Teh in a bullying manner. “Yesterday you wanted a show. Today I'm ready to give you a spectacle!"
That pledge spelt trouble for Ryops. Nervously skimming the surrounding beach, his eyes widened at sight of hundreds of amphibs flocking to the face-off between church and state. Hoppers were dispatched throughout the sleeping atoll in advance of the Dokran's arrival, spreading word of the likely altercation and inviting all early risers to attend with promises of priestly showmanship to brighten up their mundane lives.
Ryops glared accusingly at his manipulative Subos. Eskaa merely shrugged. “I work better with an audience."
He enjoyed that anyway. Thousands of terns flitted sunward through the horizonless dawn, their sooty plumage etched memorably against the fire-tinged blue. Annually winging to the nearer offshore islet from their shoreline rookery every nesting season, the crowding seabirds temporarily colonised Castle Rock, breeding pairs selecting to raise a brood in crevices amongst the outcrops or excavating burrows in the mounds of guano heaped on the ledges of the stack from years of accumulated droppings. In times past raiding parties canoed out to the Rock to poach eggs and nestlings, but treacherous currents and marauding sharks plaguing the strait long put paid to that practice, drying up a crucial supplementary source of protein.
Refusing to be distracted by the cloud of terns fishing for their needy chicks, Ryops stayed focused on Eskaa. Smiling insidiously at his galled chieftain, the Subos spoke plainly. “Making a move on me now will only increase your unpopularity. There's nothing quite as unprofessional as castigating the spiritual head of the tribe in public. That should be saved for when behind the Bamboo Curtain.” Eskaa's smug grin broadened. He effectively hamstringed Ryops.
The Piawro chief realised it too. Thanks to his gift of the gab and flair for the dramatic Eskaa cupped the hearts and minds of the populace in the palms of his grubby little hands. Making Ryops out to be the insensitive leader ruled by practicality boosted Eskaa's squeaky-clean image no end. Tarnishing the magician-priest's carefully cultivated persona of potential redeemer served only to put the people further offside, and once lit insurrection spread like wildfire.
Hissing insistently, Ryops barely contained his rankle. “What game are you playing, Eskaa?"
"One you can play along with or lose to your cost. Choose fast, Dokran, it's almost show-time."
While Eskaa ducked away behind a screen of groupies to prepare for his performance, Chulib leaned close to his fuming boss and whispered guardedly. “Mishaps occur every day. I could arrange for a tree to “accidentally” fall on our illustrious Subos."
Surprised Chulib could come up with such a devious idea, let alone have the nerve to propose it, Ryops quashed the suggested assassination. “Piawro no longer kill fellow Piawro. It's simply not kosher."
Disappointment gloomed Chulib's mug. There was more at stake than expediently bumping off Eskaa. If not for the mystique generated by his bodyguards, Ryops could never maintain control over the dissatisfied islanders. Shurpeha inscrutability needed to remain intact, unsullied by even a whiff of political murder.
Emerging from his living blind, Eskaa paraded about regaled in his temple finery. Whatever the Subos had planned was intended to be a showstopper. A tapa cloak draped fussily about his scrawny shoulders down his hunchback, spilling to his unshod heels in a fall of patchy red, fastened about the neck with a glossy clasp of pearly abalone shell. Imprinted with leaves dipped in bright yellow dye, the gaudy bark cloth reflected Eskaa's flamboyance. The outrageous headpiece accessorising his nominal outfit capped that ostentation. Fashioned from lightweight breadfruit trunk-wood, the U-shaped helmet embraced a rusting cone of metal in its four upswept arms, the sunrise glinting off streaks of silver peeping through the corrosion.
Glowering at the preening Subos tightening the chinstrap keeping his showy headgear from toppling off his noggin, Chulib critiqued, “He looks farcical, like a bird of paradise on heat."
Ryops expressed a different opinion. “He looks exactly the part."
"Playing what, Dokran?"
"A magician about to stage the show of a lifetime."
Puffing out his chest, Eskaa proclaimed in a booming croak, “Gather unto me, brethren, for the Vessel of the Elements and Speaker of Truths shall enlighten thee!"
"That's a gross misrepresentation,” muttered Chulib.
Appreciating his guard captain's acerbity, the Piawro chief eyed the assembling amphibs with a mix of mistrust and sadness. Poverty was the breeding ground of desire and the hopeful were nothing if not gullible. Easily led around by the halter of faith, Eskaa's followers were as pliable as wet sand.
Sermonising to the gender balanced masses—in Piawro culture equality for the sexes went unsaid, from division of labour to religious fervour, but power remained the province of the frogmen, despite a sorceress-priestess ordained in less chauvinistic times—Eskaa grandly intoned, “Last night I did have a vision!"
"Drunken hallucination more like,” came Chulib's interpretation.
Ryops fidgeted, his own sobriety the night before severely impaired by communing with the arrack “spirit."
"Visited was I twofold by The Forces That Have Always Been, The Powers That Ever Are. Divine Enayres seeped first into my dreams, our God of Water and Blood delivering to thine servant a dire caution.” Exchanging the torturing brand for his staff, Eskaa shook the rattly wand at the slowly suffocating merman. “"Behold the demon in fish form” did Enayres warn, “for he alone doth bring famine and pestilence to mine chosen people, doth cause the bloody wrack and ruin of the Piawrod. Heed mine caveat, lest there be no morrow for thou Blessed Isle"."
Eskaa paused for dramatic effect, allowing Ryops to gauge the early reactions of the spectators. From the biddable looks on their faces, clearly the lionised Subos preached to the converted. Temple criers spent the night indoctrinating the swayable poor while their chief lost himself to his sexual intoxication. Eskaa's resumption brought home Ryops’ laxity to him.
"Terrible Vhello did follow His holy brother's visitation. Eyes aflame with hateful passion, God of Fire and War thundered with rage. “Who doth lead the darkish fallen back into the light of redemption?” He did ask. “Who wilt restore mine children to prosperous glory?” I know not, Lord,” said I, quaking before His mighty wrath. “Fear not, favoured child,” said He, “for righteousness shalt cleanse the seas of thine enemies. Knowest this of thy appointed saviour; poison is his rod and warrior be his name!” His gaze directed squarely at Ryops, the thespian priest summoned up his most persuasive voice and extolled, “I give you Ryops, empowered by the Gods of Blood and War to prevail over tyranny, hopping forth to forever vanquish destitution."
Confusion played across the faces of the audience. They expected Eskaa to be their deliverer, not wishy-washy Ryops. Mutterings of discontent circulated throughout the crowd, swollen now to a thousand eager listeners seeking salvation.
Eskaa continued lauding the chieftain's virtues. “Follow your Dokran Teh devotedly. Only he can fill your empty bellies, only by his efforts will your sickly froglets be cured. Just as Kiondo the Forceful swam his tribe here to Lunder Atoll from the Desert Forest for the betterment of all, so too will Dokran Ryops forge a channel to the Waters of Life. He alone is commanded to lead us to victory over the devil Fish-with-Hands in the Hundred Spears War!"
So that's your game. Ryops was well and truly sucker punched by the magician-priest into heading an unwanted fish fight.
Lukewarm murmurings of approval followed Eskaa's hard sell of the largely unliked Ryops. Required to go the extra mile for the sake of implementing his far ranged scheme, the Subos gulped down his pride, announcing to all, “Let me confer my private blessing upon our esteemed liberator.” Planting his staff in the pristine white sand, he embraced the startled chieftain convincingly.
Forcing himself to hug Eskaa back, Ryops whispered hoarsely into his dastardly priest's earhole, “What have you landed me in?"
"Fame,” returned the Subos. “After my makeover you'll be the second most popular Piawro in history."
"Who's the first, Eskaa?"
Disengaging from the Dokran's clinch, he hopped back a jump, smirking. “Need you ask?” Climaxing his gig, Eskaa shouted out, “Brothers and sisters! Go now ... take up the call for kith and kin to ready for war. Come sunup four days hence—a day's grace in homage to each of the Elementals—this Fish-with-Hands, this shark in a turtle's shell, will be sacrificed to honour Vhello and invoke his blessing. At that same ceremony Ryops the Liberator will outline the campaign to restore Piawro health and wealth! Bring everyone. See you here."
Spontaneous applause erupted from the assemblage, much to Eskaa's relief. Betting all on that last gambit left nothing in his bag of tricks with which to persuade the remaining sceptics. They would disperse to spread the word throughout the masses. Gossip was as infectious as disease.
Astonished at seeing Chulib heading the cheerleading section, Ryops’ clapping guard captain shrugged unrepentantly and said, “I'm caught up in the moment, chief,” before jumping away to supervise crowd control.
Left to themselves, Dokran, Subos and Cetari made an unhappy threesome. At a word from Eskaa the tortured merman, passed out from the combination of pain and water deprivation, was lowered back into the restorative lagoon, giving Ryops and Eskaa the chance to talk privately.
Maintaining a smile of acceptance for the benefit of the disbanding crowd, Ryops seethed. He imagined the shell jaws of a giant clam clamped shut about his feet. “You've just backed me into waging war against stupid beasts! How can there be glory in slaughtering animals?"
"Think of it as a cull,” suggested Eskaa. “At the very least you'll be taking advantage of an untapped food source. I'm sure your hungry tribe will be most appreciative and not turn rebellious. Do you want to go down in history remembered as the only Dokran Teh to be unanimously ousted from power by his dissatisfied people, or the crusading conqueror who brought the Piawro back from the brink of oblivion?"
"What's with the Hundred Spears War label?
"Like it? Thought it up myself.” Eskaa beamed immodestly.
"Super,” sniped Ryops. “Any particular reason behind the title?"
"How about a hundred Shurpeha wielding obsidian-tipped javelins spearheading the war effort."
Suspicion staggered Ryops. What possible motive drove Eskaa to advocate enlarging the bodyguard corps, the proverbial thorn in his hide? “What's your gain from campaigning for war, Subos?"
Spreading his hands in supplication, Eskaa craftily answered, “Goodness is its own reward, Dokran.
"We've been at loggerheads our whole lives, Ryops, to the detriment of the tribe. It's time to set aside our petty differences and put the interests of the island first. We're sitting on a simmering pressure cooker waiting to boil over, and I'm not talking about Mont Plaas. You know I speak true. The people are starved of not only food but also hope. Diverting their attention away from the concerns of hunger and housing is a must to defuse the situation before it erupts into civil strife. Accomplishing that involves fighting a common foe."
"With you promoting the Fish-with-Hands as our enemy."
"There are worse fish to declare war on. I believe them to be a beatable, eatable adversary."
"We don't even know how many roam Westsea."
"Infest is a more apt term.” His shifty eyes straying to the rope tethering the dunked merman, Eskaa intuited, “He does and I'll take a census from him."
"Back on to that subject."
"Unfinished business bugs me. Wanna hear me make him talk?"
"You've wasted my morning so far. Go ahead and disprove your point. I could do with a laugh."
"Haul him up again!” Eskaa barked to his hangers-on, determined to demonstrate Cetari vocabulary.
Contemplating the surfacing merman, Ryops griped, “Hunting armed fish won't address the shortfall in huts."
"But it'll keep the wolf fish from the door long enough to shore up your sagging status. I can only solve one major problem at a time."
"You are spiritual caretaker of the Piawro, not island manager. It's my job as chieftain to provide solutions to secular crises."
"And you're failing admirably, Dokran."
Already reconsidering their alliance, Ryops spat, “Might be a good idea to formulise this truce of ours, before I say something you'll regret.” A bout of mutual head bobbing, the Piawro version of a handshake, cemented the armistice for the greater good of the amphibs. Prodding the limply hanging Durgay with a testing finger, the Dokran smiled cynically. “You do have trouble keeping your pets awake, Eskaa. Reschedule this sideshow for when you make sushi out of this wretch. Talking food should be quite a novelty."
Breaking his crooked staff against Durgay's broad back in frustration, the bones of his exploding rattle scattering across the warming sand, the venting Subos glanced down at the rat tailbone pointing to the chieftain bounding away down the beach. “Where are you off to?” Eskaa croaked demandingly.
His receding voice barely carrying over the muted roar of the distant breakers rolling in from the open ocean to crash against the north-eastern reef barrier, Ryops faintly answered, “Spouting war is your department. Organising it falls to me. I have to start building an army if we're to go on safari."
Narrowing his bulbous eyes, Eskaa promised the uncomprehending merman, “I will have you singing like a sea canary."
* * * *That evening Eskaa gratefully disrobed. While flattering, the bark cloth wrap made for uncomfortable daywear in the stuffy tropical climate. Handing the cumbersome cloak to a temple servant, he was about to take a refreshing sip of coconut milk when the acolyte dared question his master's gamesmanship.
"Subos, your pretence confuses me. Why endorse Ryops’ insecure Dokrany when your goal is to take him down?"
Eskaa silenced the altar boy's effrontery with a sharp backhand smack across the youth's snout. Weary from a taxing day spent kissing froglets and general schmoozing to maintain his high profile and gain momentum for the war effort, his explosive temper was shorter than normal.
The gall of the tadpole!
What gave an underling the right to second-guess his ingenious master plan? Throwing his drinking coconut at the slapped acolyte, who ducked and ran for cover from the temple backroom doubling as Eskaa's private retreat, the husk fittingly splattered on a tapa wall hanging depicting a stylised rendition of Mont Plaas's last eruption. Spilt milk smeared the screen-printed volcano, creating the daft illusion of snow in the tropics.
Calming down just as impulsively, he reviewed his carefully crafted subterfuge. Lulling Ryops into a false sense of security, admittedly a work in progress, was coming along nicely, better than he hoped for in fact. Discrediting the Dokran no longer served any useful purpose. Restoring Ryops’ blemished reputation was only hop one in his grand takeover bid.
Prevented from opting for the open or covert assassination scenario to become Piawro CEO, and too impatient to let rebellion run its mutinous course, that left exploiting the Fish-with Hands. Estimating the barest minimum of a thousand Cetari swarmed in the waters about Castle Rock, Eskaa especially liked that impressive number. Pressuring Ryops to front his favoured Shurpeha in the opening onslaught after the outbreak of war should be easy enough to swing, simply by playing upon the Dokran's civic duty.
With any luck the fool will be torpedoed and sink in the first attack wave.
Not trusting putting all his fish eggs in one cane basket, Eskaa had formulated a backup plan in case the riled mermen out to avenge their murdered princess failed to eliminate his rival. Slipping a handful of ringers in with the Shurpeha recruits would ensure Ryops’ tragic death from “friendly fire” in case he managed to beat the odds.
Chuffed at his own guile, Eskaa had one more act of underhandedness to perform before retiring to his bed mat. Hurriedly exiting the temple after removing his feather torc, the sneaky Subos cleared the bamboo stockade unseen by the slack gatehouse guard and stole through the sticky twilight, another faceless amphib too buoyed up by the prospect of conquest and food to sleep.
R'bat City was abuzz with speculative chatter in the wake of the morning's revelation. Citizenry continued clogging the shabby dirt streets, milling outside grimy dwellings, visiting family and friends to exchange viewpoints. Neighbours excitedly discussed the pros of the holy crusade, unwilling to consider the glaring drawback of warring; people get killed.
Hunching down to appear smaller, garbed in an invisible air of anonymity, Eskaa slinked unnoticed through the preoccupied community. Caring nothing for his flock, the Subos viewed them all as stepping-stones on his path to power.
Let them focus on their bellies. It'll make it easier for me to pull the strings making my puppets dance.
Veering down a lane crookedly bisecting two blocks of pithouses left empty by occupiers seeking conversation, he quit the humming city and hopped through a graveyard of logged trees, the hacked stumps tombstones marking Piawro consumptive greed. Ecology was a dirty word in the amphib language. Why bother replanting the deforested jungle or restock the fished out lagoon when the godly Elementals were sure to provide replacements when prayed to?
Nimbly slaloming the deadwood obstacle course, Eskaa crossed the threshold of the receding jungle boundary, letting Corakk's tangled undergrowth stage his disappearing act for him. Slowed by the hampering vines trailing from the sparse trees like tripwires, his shortened hops took him on a trackless path toward Mont Plaas.
Eskaa's route was necessarily circuitous. Off limits to all but the Dokran Teh and his approved concubines, even the untouchable Subos risked extreme punishment for trespassing in and around Crater Lake. There are fates worse than death with which to penalise lawbreakers as the last interloper found to his cost at the hands of the Dokran two generations removed from Ryops. Subjected to ritualistic cannibalism, the criminal wound up on the dinner table as the main course. There is no finer delicacy than frog's legs.
Stooping on the lakeshore with the patience of a heron angling for fish, Eskaa peered unseeing into the blackish water tinged silver from starshine. Framed by the silhouetting moon rising ponderously behind his hunched back, the contemplative Subos projected the sinister look of a punishing wraith. Uncorking an unmarked bamboo phial recovered from a lakeshore hiding spot beneath an innocuous pile of rocks, he leisurely poured a clear, treacly liquid into the sacred breeding waters, the colourless syrup oozing sinisterly through the glistening Spawning Pool. A lemony odour lingered faintly in the night air afterwards, an unsettlingly pleasant smell at odds with the heinous crime Eskaa busied himself committing.
In spite of his inherited grand title of magician-priest, Eskaa remained as impotent as his talentless predecessors. Relying on cheap conjuring tricks and implied prowess to sustain their mystique, generations of Subos’ worked without any skill whatsoever in the magic arts. Incantations—while hypnotising the ignorant and uneducated with intoned eloquence—stayed hollow, powerless words. Even the temple workers served unaware of the deception, blinded by faith and fanaticism. Only the Dokran, and often his Shurpeha commander, was privy to the truth, pledged to stay mum and uphold the equilibrium of Piawro control.
Which is not to say any Subos was entirely weakly.
Well versed in botanical and religious lore, adept at reading and forecasting weather patterns, an expert player in the arena of mind games, those skills alone empowered the charlatan magician-priest but combined to make him especially formidable.
There's more than one way to skin a catfish.
Sorely tempted to expedite Ryops’ demise and don the mantle of frog prince forthwith, Eskaa nonetheless relied on the tried and trusted formula of sabotage. Slow and steady wins the race. Even if by some lucky fluke the Dokran outlived the mermen, misadventure, and mutiny, his survival would prove meaningless. The toxic agent Eskaa routinely poisoned the lake with following his chief's indulgence ensured Ryops fathered no successor.
Eskaa prided himself on not being an indiscriminate murderer. He terminated only those specifically blocking his way, even if they happened to be the unborn. The contaminant solely targeted that egg carrying genetic Dokran potential, smothering the embryonic tadpole developing unawares inside while leaving the surrounding egg clusters unharmed. A secret blend of plant toxins formulated by an earlier Subos as a birth control to selectively breed the unsuspecting Dokrans, the insidious potion guaranteed only a pool of budding religious converts hatched.
Diffusing rapidly through the cratered womb of the amphibs, death permeated the jellied strands of nascent life. Eskaa heard, before he saw, the doomed egg pop to the lake's surface, detached from the mothering jelly by the attacking toxin. Jumping artlessly into the mildly steaming water, he paddled to where Ryops’ future lineage bobbed lifelessly in the waves of disturbance engineered by malice.
Delicately picking up the squishy orb in his fingers, Eskaa scrutinised his petty victory. The poison would completely dissolve by sunup, leaving no trace of its presence in the spoiled water. That left only the evidence in his guilty hand. Trusting again that the toxin was harmless to adults, Eskaa popped the egg into his grinning mouth and swallowed.
Waste not; want not.


Chapter FiveThe eve of the talk show dawned. Everybody was in place. Durgay, airborne again, lolled in a blank-faced stupor, meanly starved and occasionally beaten into submission by his inhuman jailers. Ryops stooped back from the strung up merman, surrounded by stiff Shurpeha bristling with swords, shields, and attitude. Chulib orbited the calmly waiting Dokran, boldly ready to jump on the first sign of trouble from the tens of thousands of Piawro crowding the sandy strip of northern beach and defoliated coastal uplands.
All eyes were riveted on Eskaa.
Forgoing his gaudy cloak and weighty helmet in the interest of nimbleness, the featured Subos took centre stage wearing nothing but body paint and a toadying smile. He started chanting solemnly around a raging bonfire that added unnecessary drama and heat to the proceedings, pausing every few hops to throw a handful of metallic powder into the crackling flames consuming precious wood. A shower of sparks resulted, topped by billowy puffs of coloured smoke greening the purpled sky of the emerging day.
Show off.
Jealously gnawed at the critiquing Dokran. The adulation heaped on Eskaa by the masses should rightfully be his, not squandered on an egocentric user.
The suggestible Piawro caste system was fully represented by the amphibs thronging in suspense. Leapers—the elitist, managerial minority to which the supervisory chieftainship and priesthood, including their respective attendants, belonged—dominated the front dozen rows. To their rear the numerically doubled Climbers stooped haughtily, distinguishable from lesser Landhoppers by their lissom build and friction pads gracing their fingertips and toes. Formerly the upper echelon of the amphib social order, the woodcarving and stonecutting artisans were centuries ago overthrown in a bloodless coup and to this day resented the demotion, clinging undyingly to their past prestige. Behind them skulked the backbone of the Piawro, the farming Diggers; overworked tenders of the subsistence bamboo and breadfruit plantations. Themselves subdivided into the near feral Burrowers living primitively in earthen dens on the fringes of R'bat City, the virtual slave caste provided Eskaa his power base.
Ryops second-guessed his wisdom at granting the islanders an unprecedented day off from their drudging toil. Campaigning for war was one thing, staging an actual invasion something else. Faced with the logistical nightmare of shipping 500 warriors overseas, all hands were needed on deck to make Eskaa's liberal promise a reality. With hurricane season a matter of months away, haste was paramount. Climber loggers should be felling trees, carving the trunks into dugout canoes and paddles, sculpting branches into the shafts that the obsidian spearheads their mining counterparts busied themselves chipping would slot into. Since an army of marines paddles on its stomach the Diggers were required to be planting ahead of time, squeezing every last seed and root from the over-tilled land to feed the soldiery. Then there was Chulib's task of training up a hundred more Shurpeha to be competent lancers before the commencement of hostilities. Unhappy at making Eskaa's toadies privy to Shurpeha fighting techniques, Chulib was reassured by his Dokran's shrewd advice: “Simply don't teach them everything you know, Chu. Save the best tricks for when you need them most yourself."
Even so, Ryops could not shake the feeling of his Subos once again outwitting him. Joining the multitude putting Eskaa in the limelight, he regarded the gyrating magician-priest. Naked flesh decorated with abstract charcoal symbols representing fire, earth, water, and air, the incanting Subos summoned up the natural forces of the Elementals to sanctify the assembly. His misgivings notwithstanding, Ryops grudgingly respected Eskaa's talent as a showfrogman extraordinaire.
Finishing his fire dance with a final plume of verdant smoke curling skyward atop a fizzing geyser of sparks, the enraptured Subos lifted his spindly arms to the crowd in consecration. “The blessings of the Gods be upon you,” he intoned ritualisitically.
"The powers of the Gods infuse you,” the prescribed reply rumbled from the host.
Emboldened by the unilateral show of faith in him, Eskaa boomed, “Gathered we are to make a blood offering of this Fish-with-Hands in way of honouring Terrible Vhello's patronage of our crusade."
Croaky cheers met his assertion. Many were attending just to see blood spilt.
"But first, friends and followers, the devilfish scout must be made to confess his wickedness, to admit that his heinous reason for unsuccessfully sneaking into our home waters was to report back to his cruel masters on Piawro vulnerability. Let us show him just how weak we are! Bring forth the truth stick, so that the God of Fire's instrument of cleansing may burn away the lies of the sinful, laying bare evil in its truest and vilest form.” Vigorous clapping drowned out the hushed surf as a staid acolyte handed the Subos his preferred torture device, a flaming brand.
Daring to put his oar in, Ryops circumspectly intervened. “Faithful Subos, I beg to disagree!"
Pausing uncertainly, Eskaa cast a glowering eye over the Dokran as his meddlesome archrival hopped forward. A portentous hush quieted the bloodthirsty crowd. The Subos was not the only amphib playing with fire today.
Addressing the gathering directly, Ryops smoothly opened with, “Good folk, soon we are to embark on a divine war of conquest favoured by the gods. Dare we desecrate our holiest traditions by subjecting this animal to hop one in the Trial by Flame, Tempest, and Mud? Need I remind you all how such sacred tests are reserved solely for those completing the Journey of the Dead to Dughenna, to determine their eligibility to undertake Kadi Nho, the Journey of Rebirth. Must we sully the worthiness of those ancestors whose strength and courage made possible their reincarnations through us."
Grumbles of doubt played across the expanse of amphibs like wind whipping the ocean surface. Nobody wanted to risk angering family ghosts.
Neatly outfoxed, the stymied Subos extinguished the torch in the sand at his feet. Scrabbling to recover lost ground, he hastily proclaimed,” The Dokran Teh is absolutely right. Never will I allow our ancestral kin to be tarnished by the impious. Make ready the devilfish for sacrifice."
Croaks of dissent broke the wave of silence that washed over the crowd. “What about the confession, Subos? Yeah, we came to hear it scream.... I've never seen no talking fish ... You don't see it, stupid, you listen to it."
"You don't want to disappoint your audience,” Ryops taunted Eskaa in muttered glee. “A crowd can get pretty ugly damn fast.” A smug smile creased his snout. “Can't you make the fishy-wishy talk without barbecuing him first?"
Locking gazes with his Dokran, the Subos again swore, “I'll have him squealing like a stuck pigfish before you can say riot. Let the inquisition begin!"
* * * *Durgay felt terrible. Pain wracked the merman's abused body, dulling the ache in his empty belly. Feeling as if his stretched tail was about to disintegrate, the scaly skin slough from his dehydrated body, breathing itself was torture.
Sightlessness proved no handicap for him during this session, the blinding sun not yet risen high enough to blacken his unremitting vision. Daybreak granted the Fisher an unimpeded, if upside down, view of his tormentor; a gawky Landhopper whose crazed eyes brimmed with fury. Beyond him the jamboree terrifyingly filled his sight, a seething mass of amphibs lusting for gore. Wishing his blindness would return, Durgay recoiled in his mind as the loony Piawro sidled up to him like a scuttling crab intent on nipping.
Mercifully, his persecutor refrained from beating or branding him anew. He instead afflicted Durgay by murdering Cetari sound-speech. The unforeseen change in tactics shocked the despairing Seaguardian out of his misery. Collecting his hazy faculties, Durgay concentrated on interpreting the sloppily enunciated whistles and clicks streaming from a mouth better suited to forming unintelligible croaks and ribbits.
"Eskaa. You.... am."
Grappling to comprehend his captor's meaning, the weakened Fisher rebutted the Subos’ conversational icebreaker. “Your Cerat is worse than your hospitality. My name is Durgay. Is yours—” Finding Piawro vocalisations difficult to master, he mispronounced the magician-priest's name. “Scah?"
Forging ahead with his broken Merspeak, Eskaa ignored the unintended slight. “Der-kay ... woman, yes?"
Perplexed at how the rumour of his alleged gayness reached Landhopper earholes, Durgay was gobsmacked.
Sorting out the right word, Eskaa corrected his grammar. “Der-kay ... warrior."
"No longer,” disputed the old Fisher. “Retired."
"Der-kay—warrior!” insisted Eskaa. “To here ... all kill."
"No.” Durgay slumped. “Here to die."
* * * *Ryops impatiently tapped Eskaa's shoulder. Listening to the incomprehensible exchange between priest and prisoner, he mocked, “You've established one thing only, Eskaa; you can whistle while you work. I've yet to see proof of your talking to the animals."
Pointing to the tapered summit of Mont Plaas, the Subos snapped defensively, “Cone wasn't built in a day! Give me room to operate."
Working his magic on the expectant crowd, Eskaa embellished his findings. “It is as the Elementals forewarned. This Fish-with-Hands is the tip of the reef. A mighty warrior is Der-kay, dispatched by his chieftain on a suicide swim to bump off ours. Lying in wait in the lagoon, his intent was to ambush our revered Dokran at the first opportunity to present itself.” There was a critical ring of truth to Eskaa's lie; Durgay was expecting to die.
Positioned at Ryops’ side, Chulib sized up the likely assassin. “If he's the mightiest fighter the Fish-with-Hands can field, our conquest will be a doddle."
The Dokran's snouted mug showed confusion. “You favour the invasion?"
Chulib inflated his throat sacs with pride. “I'm a warrior, Dokran. There's nothing better for me to like than a good scrap."
Seemingly the only one on the island not buying Eskaa's creative licence, Ryops nonetheless gave the Subos the go ahead to play out his game. “Ask the beast if the female with him was his accomplice."
"His name is Der-kay."
The chieftain sneered. “I named the fiddler crab I kept as a pet when a froglet. That didn't smarten up its piddling brain any."
"Did you call it Crabby, after your disposition?"
"Get on with what you do best, Eskaa. Stretching the truth tauter than a bungee vine."
"As my Dokran wishes.” After a brief, one-sided discourse Eskaa relayed the bad news. “He's clammed up, Ryops. But I have just the incentive to loosen his tongue."
"Just so long as that doesn't involve a flambeau. The smell of smoked fish turns my stomach."
* * * *"Der-kay ... saw."
Swung around by manhandling acolytes, Durgay gazed on after being steadied as other labourers hauled by dragropes a tarp-covered sled up the beach through the parting crowd. Uncomfortable as he was, gulping down mouthfuls of desiccated air to relieve the strain on his overworked gills, the approaching freight transfixed him. Seagulls, from his viewpoint, screeched underhead, flocking noisily like monstrous blowflies drawn in by the enticing reek of rotting fish wafting from the sled.
"Der-kay ... on look,” Eskaa directed the merman again, yanking off the bark cloth with a flourish to unveil the load weighing down the sled. Acolytes wielding sticks beat off the scavenging gulls.
The grisly lump of mutilated flesh was unrecognisably Cetari. Pitifully just a headless and tailless torso, only the sparse blotches of steely blue skin unpainted by the greying putrefaction of death pointed to the corpse's merfolk heritage. Bloodless stumps where the hands should be reduced the flaccid arms to useless sticks of wasted flesh. Wilted breasts speckled with crusty red needlessly identified the pathetic carcass as Lorea's.
To the best of Durgay's knowledge she remained the only other captive merperson within a twenty-mile radius of Lunder Atoll. Slaughtered by amphib butchers, the meatiest part of her was hacked off and dished up to the Shurpeha, the preferred islanders savouring the grilled tail cuisine. Chulib was favoured with the delicacies of sautéed heart, liver, and brain, while the misfortunate mergirl's hollowed-out head served a new function as nut bowl.
Pointing to the dismembered cadaver, Eskaa asked, “Girl who ... Der-kay?"
Possessing no tear ducts with which to physically cry, the mourning Fisher wept on the inside for the murdered princess. Pricklier than a porcupine fish and as charmless as a sea snake, the royal sprat did not deserve such an inglorious death.
"Who she?” pressed the Subos.
From a place of untapped resilience deep within his dejected psyche, a shaft of defiance purged Durgay of melancholy, stiffening his backbone. Mislaid courage rammed aside pain and disgrace, empowering the hapless merman to boldly chirp, “Scah, float belly up into the Sky Sea."
While the Cetari phrasing went straight over Eskaa's head, the tone of the “Go to Hell” insult did not. Gesturing again to Lorea's chopped up remains, he threatened, “Der-kay talk ... Der-kay die same."
The uncaring old Fisher shrugged. “Durgay die anyway."
"Der-kay talk!” insisted the Subos. “Who girl? ... Like you come many ... Island fight will."
"May Nupterus raise the stormy ocean into a monstrous wave to deluge this bone-dry rock,” Durgay clicked back.
Losing patience, Eskaa balled his right hand and punched the merman in the face. His flying fist struck bone, scraping against the hoop of nodules armouring Durgay's left eye socket. Suddenly animate, Durgay twisted in his tail-noose, his thrashing body bowling Eskaa over. Emitting a high-pitched trill, which pulsed through the windless predawn air like a siren, the Landhoppers nearest the warbling Fisher covered their earholes with their hands and fell back.
The canary of the seas was indeed singing!
* * * *"Can't wait to hear the translation for that."
Eskaa picked himself up off the cushioning sand as Ryops and the others within hearing of the now silent Fish-with-Hands uncovered their ringing ears. Nursing his bruised knuckles and ego, the shaken magician-priest granted the scornful Dokran's wish Subos style by playing up to the stunned crowd. Cuing waiting drummers, he skilfully synchronised his words with the throbbing tom-toms.
"Straight from the seahorse's mouth Der-kay demonstrates the viciousness of Fish-with-Hands! Smote you down with voice and violence, will he. Witnessed have you all the power that mayhap destroys the Blessed Isle.
"Say you, how can thinking fish smite the atoll? Breathe water do they. Unable to hop the land are they. Mark my words. Do fear. Der-kay revealed with evil pride the devilfish master plan. Seed our reef did they with the blight which emptied our salty waters of food. Schemed have they to starve us into Dughenna, ensuring the ocean alone is their domain.
"Take heart, for the Forces That Have Always Been, the Powers That Ever Are, watch over and protect us. “Strike without mercy,” Divine Enayres and Holy Ceretas urge with one voice, “and the land shalt master the seas.” Good triumphs over Evil. The Piawro will prevail!"
A tumultuous roar from the roused crowd drowned out the zealous Subos, rocking Durgay with its ferocious intensity. Taking up the chant "Earth ... wind ... water ... fire, grants Piawro hearts” desire" the impelled amphibs began to jump-dance, following the tempo set by the controlling hoppers. Leaping vertically eleven feet and higher to the frenetic drumbeat, the sand absorbed the gross tonnage of the jigging chanters landing in unison.
Shouting to be heard over the din, Ryops found his concerns over the mergirl's participation validated by Eskaa. “The female was Der-kay's guide,” the Subos yelled back.
"What of that squeal?"
"Lamenting his cohort's fate. You'd scream too, staring that death in the face and realising you're next."
"How many Fish-with-Hands face us out there in the open ocean?"
"Not enough to defeat you,” Eskaa lied.
As the Subos hopped off to bask in the rhythm of his handiwork, Ryops waved Chulib over. “It's time to put an end to this charade before it gets out of hand. Take your best Shurpeha and silence those drums. Be tactful, Chu. We don't want to incite an uprising."
"No swords then?"
"Not unless you can slice and dice that whole mob before they can crush you."
The loyal guard captain hesitated, his miniscule brain ticking over. “You aren't persuaded the Fish-with-Hands are thinkers? Eskaa's dialogue was awfully convincing."
"Well rehearsed, Chulib. There is a difference. Eskaa staged the whole shebang. Blow bubbles in the water at a froglet and it automatically copies you. Eskaa imitates the devilfish's animal noises and when the creature apes them he pretends to understand. It's simple mimicry. This freak show changes nothing. The Fish-with-Hands remain dumb brutes."
"Then why go along with this war, Dokran?” puzzled Chulib, tacking on his personal observation, “Not that I mind the chance for a spot of action that'll bring more grub to boot."
Yelling to his blockheaded confidant, Ryops shared his innermost fear. “The pending harvest will not avert the downfall of the Piawro, and returning to the desert mainland is out of the question; it is an anathema. Already we overburden our fragile atoll. R'bat will double in size within our lifetimes. Corakk shall be depleted of timber and titbits in less than a generation, sickness spreading like sand on the wind after that. Dying from maladies with a full belly is small comfort.” Clenching his fist, Ryops swore, “I'm damned if I'll be remembered as the Dokran who ushered the Piawro into extinction. My chieftainship will end with a croak, not a ribbit."
Chulib was diplomatic enough to refrain from pointing out there would be no amphibs left to remember anyone by the time doom snuffed out the Piawro. Moving decisively to muffle the drums, he was amused to see afterwards the dancing chanters continue to leap ecstatically without the beat.
Raising his arms to pacify the dancers, Ryops was as ineffective as a shrimp vying for the attention of a whale. Behind him, backlit by the glowing bonfire, Eskaa revelled in the unnoticed Dokran's impotence before mirroring the gesture. Minutes later the chanting ceased and the leapers quit their impromptu dance as word spread of additional speeches.
When the envious chieftain angrily turned back to Eskaa, the shadowy Subos flaunted his hands and leered in the settling silence. “It's all in the wrist."
Resolving not to have Eskaa upstage him further, Ryops croaked arrestingly, “And now for the main event you've all been waiting for!” As befitting his station, the Dokran momentarily became the centre of the Piawro universe. Excited chattering buzzed through the audience. There had not been a good old-fashioned sacrifice in ages!
Ryops only brought his people disappointment when he announced, “I have, after deliberation, decided to set the devilfish free. Let him swim home with his tail between his arms (a gymnastic feat surely!) to spread word of our coming, so that the might of the Piawro strikes terror into the hearts of our enemies."
Disgruntlement again irritated the crowd.
Pulling Ryops away from the spotlighting fire, Eskaa raged, “Have you lost all your coconuts? Your misguided sense of fair play will get us all killed. That mob over there is out for blood. It doesn't matter if it's Der-kay's or yours that is shed. I doubt even I could control that lot once they get out of hand. Only a drop of the red stuff will placate them, and rest assured it won't be mine either."
Glancing at his nearest Shurpeha guard, Ryops advised, “Unhand me, Eskaa. You're making a spectacle of yourself."
Backing off, the Subos said, “Leave the grandstanding to me, Ryops. You invariably make a hash of it.” Salvaging the messy situation, Eskaa sweet-talked the restless natives. “You did not mishear the Dokran. What fun would a sacrifice be without a little sport? Cut the devilfish loose and throw him back into the lagoon."
Bewildered acolytes leapt to do their master's bidding. Swivelling the pole around ninety degrees, one of their number drew a wooden, toothed knife from his rope belt and sawed through the line holding the Cetari captive. With a loud splash the freed merman dropped into the lifesaving water and disappeared, save for a stream of bubbles popping on the disturbed surface.
Thousands of pairs of questioning eyes rested once more on Eskaa. Like an actor born to the role, he played his jumpy audience with the mastery of a reed flutist. Waiting until the tension built up to an unbearable level, straining the nerves of the spectators to near breaking point, the Subos dramatically uttered two words laced with dread.
"Release Cuddles!"
* * * *Durgay sank like a stone. His useless tail muscles cramping up after days of prolonged immobility, the disabled merman drifted headfirst down the elevation of the lifeless coral wall ten, fifteen, twenty feet, gently coming to rest face up on the sandy lagoon bottom thirty feet below. Soon the emerging sun would reheat the super salty water irritating his gills to a temperature a shade beneath boiling, so for now Durgay revelled in the coolness, letting feeling seep back into his numbed flukes.
Funny. I don't feel free.
Bounty Reef remained a million nautical miles away. Invalided at the bottom of the sea—alright, a shallow tidal pool—Durgay stared up at the distorted faces of his tormentors lining the low bluff overlooking the northernmost sweep of the lagoon. What were the peering Landhoppers playing at? Why were they simply letting him go without further torture? Had they something more terrible in store than those cruel heat sticks?
Too feeble to really care and half expecting not to make it any farther, Durgay lounged on the cushy seafloor. Automatically adjusting to the languid undercurrents swirling the lagoon, he perceived an outgoing tide change midway in the making. Hope raised its weakly head, and for the first time in five days since his apprehension and torture the Fisher actually contemplated escape.
A grating sound jarred the deathly silent waters of Harvest Shallows, amplified by the acoustics of the lagoon's curve. Listening intently, Durgay lacked the personal knowledge to properly identify the unsettling noise. How could he realise at the extreme northern rim of the lagoon a slatted timber gate closing off a large bamboo pen was being arduously winched open, unleashing the horror contained within.
Remembering with a shudder that nameless bulk on the periphery of his aural vision when first coming to after his capture, Durgay committed himself to a full sonar sweep. Floating upright, he projected a cone of high-frequency sound waves outwards in the general direction of the racket. Again the curvature of the enclosing coral played havoc with the returns, hazing the clicking merman's imaging. Frustrated, Durgay looked to the Landhoppers for divulgence and found them all gazing to the north, bar one; the weirdly blemished Scah leered at the short-sighted Cetari with a murderous grin.
Terror gave Durgay flying fish wings.
Adrenalin pumped through his veins like a wonder drug. Impelled by primal fear of the unknown, the juiced up merman took off like a scalded catfish. Pain, hunger, and exhaustion all dropped by the wayside as survival instincts overrode conscious thought. His underwater flight was mimicked landside by bounding amphibs keeping pace with the show's changing venue. Powered by broad sweeps of his fluked tail, Durgay raced away from whatever calamity approached. Unfortunately, he picked the wrong way.
A sinuous shape undulated ahead of him, blotting out the diffuse light cast by the golden-rayed, pinkish sky. Purpose speeded up Durgay and he dove under the bow wave of displaced water preceding the colossus, mechanically hugging the bottom. Rolling onto his back, Durgay quaked as an impressively monstrous tylo-croc passed above, eyeing him hungrily. Never having personally encountered a marine reptile of such fearsome proportions, legend informed him of his immediate peril.
1,300 lbs of twenty-foot long marine crocodile cruised effortlessly along propelled by sideways swishes of its down-turned, shark-like tail. Lacking the body armour of its heftier land-based cousins, the smooth emerald skin striped with camouflaging bands of grey maximised this lighter crocodilian's speed and flexibility. Steered and braked by its four flippered limbs, the streamlined seagoing reptile executed a flawless Split-S: an inverted roll followed by a half loop bringing the agile predator smack on the merman's track.
No match physically for the super croc and utterly defenceless without his trident, Durgay's only choice was to outthink the fanged brute bearing down on him. Throwing caution to the current, the Fisher insanely attacked.
Cuddles was far from being your average tylo-croc. For untold years her kind, relics of a bygone reptilian age which inspired local sea serpent legends, plied the shallow seas bordering Lunder Atoll unchallenged, ambushing reef fishes and beaching on the mothering sands to lay their precious eggs in a lasting link with the land. The arrival of the Piawro ended that unchanging lifestyle. Like a horde of vacuum cleaners amphib egg thieves sucked dry the croc nests, robbing the ancient reptiles of their chance to reproduce for the sake of making omelettes. Others trapped the adults themselves, purely for sport at first and then food as crocodile cutlets and casseroles proved a scrumptious addition to the menu. The combined pressures of hunting and egg-collecting tipped the scales out of favour for the persecuted tylo-crocs and they disappeared entirely from the atoll, retreating to unpopulated islets further south to recover and prevent their dwindling numbers falling into the abyss of extinction.
Instinct can be an unstoppable force and centuries later beachcombing froglets found a juvenile breeder marooned in the surf, the pooped female having swum hundreds of miles in search of the hatchery her grandmother's grandmother remembered. Rather than butcher the plucky reptile, the Subos of that particular decade took the stranding as an omen Piawro fortunes were reversing and adopted her as the island's unofficial mascot. Untameable and with a thorny disposition to boot, she was blithely misnamed Cuddles and fed scraps from the Dokran's sumptuous table. Needless to say the slow demise of the amphibs continued unabated even with crocodilian patronage.
Eskaa inherited Cuddles when she was celebrating her thirtieth year of caged indolence. Brutalising his pet with underfeeding and a barbed, fishbone-headed goad used as a tickler, over the next ten years he malformed her into the leanest, meanest, and orneriest tylo-croc this side of Pah Ocean. Told you Cuddles went beyond being ordinary.
She was also the craftiest crocodile alive. Sensing the underwater disturbance must be prey, after exiting her enclosure Cuddles advanced along the western rim of the lagoon aiming to surprise her takeaway. Catching an eyeful of the injured Cetari, the tylo-croc settled into an undemanding chase. Eskaa had planned to feed the merman to her anyway; a coursing crocodile was that much more entertaining.
Jaws agape, Cuddles lunged for the hurtling Fisher complicating her hunt. Dodging the snappers clacking shut on empty water, the twisting Fisher back-flipped and spun, linking his brawny arms around the monster reptile's slender jaws before she sped by. The surprise move was simple yet effective. Exerting a closing power of four tons per square inch able to splinter bone and crush shell, the tylo-croc's jaw muscles were laughably weak when that maw needed opening. A fiddler crab with attitude could easily clamp shut the prime crocodilian weaponry with his outsized pincer, meaning Durgay had neatly muzzled the hunter.
Cuddles bucked and writhed, trying her hardest to dislodge the merman grimly clinging on for dear life. For his part Durgay squeezed tighter, clinching his objection to winding up a lizard snack. Together they careened the length and breadth of Harvest Shallows, rocking and rolling through the blueing water, both refusing to give an inch. The spectators” topside cheered their mascot on, confident of brawn winning out over brain. After glimpsing merman ingenuity, Ryops suddenly had his doubts. Perhaps the Fish-with-Hands were not so dumb as he imagined.
Locked into an impossible situation—by letting go Durgay risked getting eaten; on the other fin, he could not hang on indefinitely—the gutsy Seaguard trainer found that shifting his weight could crudely steer the bridled croc. He leant forward and to starboard, pressurising Cuddles into a steep, right hand dive taking them directly into the turbulent Surge.
Four decades of cruel captivity had not diminished her longing for a return to the wild. Tasting freedom in the salty water, Cuddles gamely took the plunge. Alone, Durgay's chance of making it through the washer of churning currents in his present state was next to none. Hitching a ride on the beefier tylo-croc upped his odds considerably. Buffeted by the warring flows of the turning tide, Durgay would have shut his eyes were he able to close them. Hanging on like a remora fish, he trusted his mount to intuitively nose a safe passage through the invisible underwater maze.
Cuddles managed just that.
Skimming over the reef table in a measly three feet of supporting water, she worked her paddles and tail furiously to muscle her way off the rocky crest of the draining algal ridge before she stranded. Battling to keep her weighted head upright, Cuddles thrashed into the calmer, deepening waters of the fore reef and made for the surface.
Releasing his grip, Durgay floated clear of the she-croc ferociously gulping air. He had cuddled Cuddles and come out of it with all limbs and fins intact! Buoyed by the elation of their escape, his wild piggyback ride, and the weirdly bolstering sensation of unbroken blue water beneath his flukes, the aged Seaguardian drifted complacently a few feet below the surface.
It was a credit to Durgay's reactions then that he narrowly avoided the tylo-croc's unforeseen lunge. Somersaulting out of harm's way, he crash-dived as those seeking chompers nipped at his flukes. Their unspoken truce ended, the fishers resumed their game of catfish and mousefish. Though her strength was not inexhaustible, Cuddles seemed no worse for wear after her harrying run through the Surge. Exercise certainly builds up an appetite!
Plummeting down the barren reef slope with the ravenous crocodile hot on his tail, Durgay led Cuddles deeper. Fragments of tylo-croc lore trickled into his mind, racing with fear. In past times Cetari had scant interaction with the marine lizards other than chasing the occasional stray off Bounty Reef. Despite that limited contact, two potentially exploitable crocodilian weaknesses stood out in merfolk memory. The obvious handicap of an air breather tied to the surface meant little; the seagoing reptile could stay submerged for up to two hours at a time. That precluded drowning as a means of removal.
The hounded Fisher's second choice showed hardly any more promise. A denizen of shallower waters, Durgay hoped the increasing depth might put off the coastal ambusher from following. His ploy backfired drastically; Durgay's own aversion to the Deep came into play. Approaching the 500-foot mark, phobic spasms caused him to break off his desperate descent.
Shooting upwards away from the paralysing vertical drop off, the surprise move granted the shaking merman a critical few extra feet as Cuddles overshot. Correcting fast, the pursuing crocodile banked hard and put on a spurt of speed to make up for the lag. Durgay compensated with express jinking, keeping one stroke ahead of those saw-toothed jaws. Flashes of scaly silver glinting ahead in the near distance of the oceanic vastness gave the tiring old timer a purler of an idea.
Drawing on the last reserve of his ebbing strength, Durgay outpaced the closing croc in the nick of time and zeroed in on the shoal of radcu attracted inshore by the underwater commotion. Zipping unharmed through the silvery, tailed torpedoes speckled with black ink spots, each carrying a jawed warhead filled with razored daggers, the canny merman corkscrewed down and away just as Cuddles blundered into the pack of predatory fishes.
Their reaction was instant and unified. Six foot long and weighing in at 100 lbs, singularly the radcu were shark fodder. Collectively, these aggressively nosy “saltwater piranha” proved the measure of even the hugest marine predator. Attacking as one, their underslung, toothy lower jaw lending them each a maniacal leer, they snapped viciously at the stunned croc's unprotected hide. Cuddles bit back fiercely, but for all her bravura she might as well have been pushing grit upswell. The speedier radcu darted in and out beyond the reach of her clacking chompers, taking mouthfuls of tender tail and flank meat from the reptilian smorgasbord. No matter how swiftly she manoeuvred, the wrathful tylo-croc simply was not quick enough to discourage her flitting tormentors. An expanding bloody cloud sprinkled with scraps of tattered flesh soon enveloped Cuddles and she laboured for energy and air; her get-up-and-go had gotten up and gone. As her tail beat a hasty retreat to the surface the dogged radcu went with her, determined to strip her flesh down to the bone.
Durgay sank unnoticed and unmolested by the wolves of the sea, watching the harried tylo-croc taking the pack away topside. Too bushed to raise his flukes, he steadily spiralled downwards into the cool and dark embrace of the concealing Deep. By the time the shredding radcu finished with Cuddles, the sinking merman would be beyond the preferred range of the wolfish surface swimmers.
Giving himself over to exhaustion, the Fisher missed the irony that in likelihood his own freedom would be marginally more enjoyable and longer than the doomed croc's.


Chapter Six"Was she with him?"
Lasbow withered under the Merking's probing glower. The unembellished audience chamber, emptied of everyone save the intimidating royal, seemed uncomfortably overcrowded to the Seaguard captain reporting searchers had miraculously found the missing merman. Durgay was extremely fortunate. Drifting unconscious deep in the cooling South Equatorial current on the furthermost western limit of Castle Rock territorial waters, a sharp-eyed looker spotted the old Fisher on the verge of vanishing into the engulfing black depths moments before turning for home after another day of fruitlessly scouring the seas for the absentee Cetari.
Not one to fudge the facts, Lasbow grimly conveyed, “My boys found Durgay alone, Majesty. There's no sign of the princess."
"Minoh will not take this news well,” whistled Cerdic. Ever since her daughter's disappearance the distraught Merqueen had become even more of a nervous shipwreck, refusing food and comfort. Normally vivacious, she moped about the royal grottos like a sick flounder. “That poor, luscious mergirl needs to be salvaged pronto, Lasbow ... for her mother's sake, naturally. I only wish to spare Minoh prolonged distress. Detail more of the Seaguard to join the search. Spare no effort. Find my—ah, her—Lorea at all cost."
"There's no point, Sire."
King Cerdic glided dauntingly out from behind his podium of black coral (what use was a throne to a legless race incapable of sitting) bearing down on his fidgety guard commander. Caged light fish augmented the semi-permanent, blue-black aquatic twilight dimming the cave. Mid-water fishes exhibiting bioluminescence courtesy of light-emitting bacteria living symbiotically on their host's flanks, they winked about in flimsy seagrass baskets like submerged light bulbs. Lancing through the pools of living lamplight, he reared over the consternated guard chief like a giant seahorse charger. “Meaning what, Captain?"
Momentarily cowed by Cerdic's fear-provoking headpiece of six-inch long serrated megashark teeth crowning the Merking's steely bald noggin, Lasbow blurted undiplomatically, “The Merprincess. She's dead."
Cerdic grabbed him harshly by the throat. “What the devilfish are you clicking about?"
Lasbow resisted the impulse to pull away from his manhandling regent. Undeniably fighting fit, he was not wholly confident of outwrestling Cerdic, even if roughing up the royal person ever became acceptable practice. Built as ruggedly as a boxfish, the fortyish Merking on more than one occasion demonstrated his handiness with his dukes by sparring with members of his Seaguard, winning every bout despite the mermen boxers being instructed not to go easy on the king.
Floating motionless in the other's hurtful grip, Lasbow explained. “Durgay briefly became lucid after being ferried back to Castle Rock. Most of what he clicked was gibberish, but one aspect stood out from his ramblings with the clearness of a waterspout spinning over the wave tops: Princess Lorea died in his company. He kept bewailing his inability to save her, reinforcing the fact she indeed has perished somewhere out in the open ocean."
"There is evidence to support this?"
"Durgay bears wounds that to me are proof of his battling to save Her Highborness ... an ultimately futile effort by the looks and sounds of it."
Cerdic seemed to deflate like a dried out jellyfish as the gravity of his eldest stepdaughter's fate seeped in. Trembling, he loosened his handhold on Lasbow, shoving the guard chief away. “Lorea's really gone? She can't be dead! Who can I turn to now? Who'll give me comfort?"
The change in the Merking's deportment severely rattled Lasbow. Sapped was Cerdic's sang-froid and confidence, shrivelling the monarch into a blubbering husk that scarcely commanded respect. Unsure how to react the perturbed captain remained safely pokerfaced. Although his position made him exclusively privy to court gossip and innuendo, it also inhibited Lasbow; he was guard, not gauger. The longstanding buzz around Castle Rock snidely hinted at the king's incestuous sexual liaison with the princess, a disgusting fraternisation to which everyone in the know turned a blind eye—Lasbow included. Cerdic's private business was his own affair, so to speak. Not that the captain did not care enough to disapprove, his station prevented him from making and acting on personal judgements. Perhaps he might have swum beyond the boundaries of his rank and called the matter to Minoh's attention had Lorea not escaped the shell of alienation in which Cerdic's abuse encased her. But the princess did courageously over her formative years rise above feelings of self-loathing and blameworthiness, motivated by revenge to transform from the pitiable, apathetic lass into the feisty mergirl who caught Lasbow's eye and interest.
Lasbow's gill covers flapped slowly in regret. Not only was his marriage plans on the rocks, his kingly aspirations dashed along with it. Odd he felt no sorrow over Lorea's passing, lamenting solely his bad change in career fortune. Unable to father calves of his own, Cerdic relied on marrying off a niece to an approved suitor to keep the kingship in the family, Lasbow the finest candidate on offer. But it might only prove a minor setback for the ambitious Seaguardian. Minoh calved two daughters to Anwhorl unusually late in life before her widowing. Lorea's plainer, younger, and shyer sister made an acceptable alternative in the advancement stakes. What Lasbow lost in looks, he gained in personality.
"The search can be called off, Your Majesty,” he suggested with care.
Conscious of his deplorable snivelling, Cerdic pulled himself together. Confidentiality may be guaranteed with his guard captain, but it did the Merking's professional standing no good for Lasbow to witness such shameful frailty. A monarch is publicly larger than life, faultless and watertight. That impression had to extend to private life as well. Turning back to face Lasbow, he construed, “Whatever snatched Lorea must have been a fair size to win past her accompanying Fisher. You say Durgay is sporting wounds. Are his injuries consistent with shark attack?"
Refusing to speculate, Lasbow went mute. The burn lesions blackening Durgay's stomach were worryingly of unknown origin. If Durgay sustained them defending the Merprincess their assailant clearly was no fish, leaving a single, unpleasant probability that would surely incriminate his mentor.
Misinterpreting Lasbow's silence, Cerdic decreed, “Have the spotters continue their hunt, but inform them they are no longer looking for a body. The only killer fish capable of tackling two adult Cetari head-on is a megashark. If there's a rogue shifted into the area, I want it located and dispatched before it terrorises Castle Rock further. Where's Durgay now?"
"Convalescing at Ochar's."
"That old sea witch! Who had him put there?"
"I did, Sire. I thought it best."
"She's an unruly hag, Lasbow. Remove Durgay to the dungeon grotto."
"Ochar is the ablest healer in all of Pah Ocean,” Lasbow carefully pointed out to the blustering Merking. “Durgay will need to be made well if the full story of the tragedy is to come out."
"You enforce my will, not dictate it,” Cerdic impolitely reminded his senior bodyguard officer before compromising. “Place him under cave arrest at Ochar's until he is well enough to be transferred to the dungeon pending judgement."
"Durgay will want to know the charge, Majesty."
"Royal mermanslaughter will do for now until the facts surface. Do you have an issue arresting your former trainer, Captain Lasbow, or will that need to be a dungeon for two?"
"No problems here, my liege,” Lasbow clicked obediently, presenting his trident smartly in salute.
"Be sure it stays that way,” warned the Merking. “Durgay got approved as Lorea's escort based on your recommendation. Don't add your dereliction of duty to his failure."
Lasbow dwelt on the mess Durgay had landed them both in as Cerdic swum off to break the sad news to the Merqueen. In his estimation Lorea was no more bitten to death by a mauling shark than had Durgay been fish bait. Reviewing the old Fisher's puzzling blisters, not to mention his being found adrift in the waters due east of Castle Rock—a clear pointer the Merking had not picked up on—hinted at an encroachment which violated Cetari law. Presupposing more than he actually knew helped Lasbow make the choice to withhold his suspicions of a Landhopper clash from Cerdic for the time being. Durgay was in enough hot water already without trespass aggravating his answerability.
Leaving the objectionable hush of the unfilled chamber behind to enact his king's wishes, Lasbow cruised out into troubled waters. Redirecting the searchers to seek out a phantom megashark was pointless considering what his guesswork implied. So too was stationing Seaguards outside Ochar's to confine Durgay to her home cave; the pooped oldster was in no fit state physically to go anywhere except back to sleep. But what the Merking wanted, the Merking at all times got.
Angling up off the reef, the blueing water warming and shallowing, an unpleasant reality shamed Lasbow. With Princess Lorea out of the picture Cerdic's abominable lust was likely to fall on his surviving niece. Predators, sexual ones included, preyed on the weakest family member. Counting himself no better than the molesting Merking for floating by and doing nothing to stop the loathsome behaviour, it was with a heavy heart that the captain of the Seaguard swam to do his monster monarch's bidding.
* * * *"Eat up, Durgay."
Shaking his head at the proffered morsel, the steadily recovering Fisher thanked his matronly nurse for her hospitality. “I couldn't manage another bite, Ochar. I'm as bloated as a puffed up blowfish."
"As tasty as the marine snail is, you're digesting abalone largely for its medicinal purposes. Though it wouldn't hurt you to pack on a bit of weight. You're skinnier than a fasting eel, my boy."
"Comes from going on an enforced diet,” Durgay dryly recounted.
Stuffing the piece of rubbery meat down his gullet, the mothering merwoman glibly ordered, “Mind you chew thoroughly before swallowing.” She had been force-feeding the Fisher since Lasbow placed him in her expert care. Stricken with guilt and unwilling to indulge in comfort food, Durgay's reluctance to eat was quashed by Ochar's insistence he take nourishment.
Pleasantly surprised medicine could be so flavoursome, Durgay chewed madly in order to free up his overfull mouth for conversation. Entirely natural for the eldest non-royal Cetari to be acquaintances, the busy Seaguard trainer did not visit Ochar nearly often enough and the chance to chat with her was most welcome, in spite of the circumstances.
That laxity needed remedying before the finality of elderliness overhauled Ochar. Looking no older than a half centenarian, she was in fact surpassing her one hundred and sixty sixth year. The astoundingly mature merwoman could not expect to live much longer. The buoyancy of their oceanic lifestyle substantially delayed, not prevented, the onset of geriatric related infirmities in those few Cetari blessed with longevity. Afflicted with the big A's resulting from extreme agedness, Ochar swam with arthritic stiffness curtailing her mobility, fighting to retain memories slipping from her forgetful mind into the black hole Alzheimer's created. Ochar accepted her worn out body packing up, but to gradually lose her faculties was an undreamt of nightmare for the philosopher.
Floating on his back in the centre of the grotto, no need for a bed or any other piece of furniture in their weightless underwater world, Durgay absently admired Ochar's décor as she prepared to redress his wounds.
Granted an abnormal amount of seclusion on account of her unjustified reputation for witchery, she furnished her private living quarters with oddments hoarded over the years. A passionate shell collector, rock shelves striping the cave walls lay cluttered with assorted ridged and spiny murexes heaped against glossy shelled, varicoloured cowries. Other carnivorous pieces were unrecognisable to Durgay's sampling eyes; whorled coldwater volutas garnered in the distant past from the polar seas icing up the far north and handed down as family keepsakes. The cave walls were not left undecorated, hung with the spindly reliefs provided by fragilely preserved sunstars, the brightening thirteen-armed starfish stained burnt orange banded in white stripes tipped with sunny yellow.
Ochar herself was ornamented with a classy mother-of-pearl pendant, the iridescent bluish-white nacre sculpted into a flattened nautilioid helix. Said to connote oceanic antiquity, it plunged down her neckline to dangle between an old pair of upright boobs unmoved by the pull of gravity thanks to saltwater buoyancy.
Returning to Durgay's side with a sealed clam in one hand, Ochar lightly scolded him. “Really, Pellish, you must take better care of yourself. I can't be expected to swim after a grown merman all day patching up your bumps and scrapes, even if I did promise “in sickness and in health"."
"I'm Durgay,” the recuperating Fisher said in a puzzled click.
"Of course you are,” Ochar inanely rejoined, opening the bivalve holder to reveal a sickly brown jelly contained inside. “Forgetting your own name? That's a sure sign of old age."
"Who's Pellish?"
The forename jogged Ochar's potholed memory. Anguished remembrance inflected her returning whistle. “Where did you hear that name?"
"You called me it just now."
Covering her mistake with a forced, toothless smile, the forgetful old girl pensively clicked, “Maybe you remind me of him,” scooping out a fingerful of the icky salve.
"Who Ochar?"
"My dead husband."
"I didn't know you had been married."
"There are many things I haven't told you about my life, Durgay.” Ochar dimly recalled birthing several children, but their names and numbers eluded her. The uncomfortable look she dispensed subtly warned the Fisher he had overswum the mark. Cetari privacy held greater value than even whalebone.
Durgay tactfully changed subjects. “Just what is that goop you keep plastering on my belly?"
"Abyssal sediment ground with sea slug innards to make it bind and give it adhesion,” the elderly nurse informed him, liberally smearing the gel on Durgay's burns. A healthier blueness coloured his previously ashy, poorly skin.
"Mud mixed with slime.” He shuddered in revulsion.
"Seafloor ooze dredged from the bottom of the Trench is a marvellous cure-all, if a trifling hard to come by.” Not one to openly pry herself, Ochar's innate curiosity enabled her over the course of her unnaturally long life to amass a treasure trove of useful, and sometimes useless, knowledge. She decided to enlarge that storehouse. After nursing him for three days, Durgay was still not candid concerning the hows and whys of his irregular wounds.
Finishing up her doctoring, Ochar snapped shut the clam and went to return the holder to its specific nook in the fractured walls. Suddenly unfamiliar with her homely surroundings, she floated agedly to the cave mouth and pretended to inspect the small coral garden struggling to bloom in the low-light depths directly outside. The pair of Seaguardians manning the doorway stared impassively ahead under the subdued halo cast by a tethered light-fish lantern, patently aware of, but not acknowledging, her presence.
"Your watchdogfishes continue guarding my home. Very nice of Lasbow to provide a security service for the elderly.” The captain had dropped by while Durgay slipped in and out of consciousness, stiffly informing Ochar without explaining why that her patient's recuperation had turned into incarceration. She had seen genuine regret in Lasbow's eyes. Ochar expected him back anytime to officially take Durgay into custody now he was on the seaway to recovery.
"The Seaguard are not mine to command. I only train them,” refuted the old Fisher. “At least that was my job. I'm likely unemployed now."
"Castle Rock is bubbling with gossip that even reaches me stuck way down here at the bottom of the sea,” Ochar clicked, manoeuvring away from the archway with rheumaticky slowness. “You've become the talk of the reef, Durgay."
"Losing a princess does put you in the spotlight,” he grudgingly admitted.
Lowering her vocalisations to a stream of hushed, barely audible clicks the guards outside could not possibly overhear, Ochar bluntly intuited, “That comes from venturing where you ought not to be swimming. Landhopper central is no place to be gallivanting with a sightseeing royal."
"She took me there!” Durgay whispered back defensively.
"A fact I am sure Cerdic will take into account once he deduces where the two of you trespassed."
Rotating into an upright position with weak swirls of his muscled arms, Durgay rumbled moodily. Sound conveyed emotion more effectively than vision in Cetari culture and the growling audile vibes he was giving off broadcast his disgruntlement to Ochar.
"Oh pipe down!” she chided him. “The mermale ego is too easily bruised. I wasn't condemning you, merely highlighting the way in which the Merking will view the matter."
Durgay quieted his grumbles. “How did you figure out we visited Lunder Atoll?"
"It doesn't take a genius to work that one out, which makes it all the more puzzling why Cerdic hasn't fathomed the truth. I'd not want to be in your flukes when fish-head does."
"Aren't you meant to cheer up the sick?” Durgay complained to his pessimistic nurse.
"No point wasting clicks,” whistled the ancient merwoman. “You're sunk."
"Don't beat about the coral, Ochar."
"Your life's too short for that.” Remembering where to place her wayward clam, she set it down upon a pile of unmarked others messing up a corner wall ledge. Her aged-bent back to him, Ochar admitted to Durgay, “I may be losing my cockles with the inevitability of waves scouring sand off a beach, but I have sense enough left in me to recognise what Cerdic's up to. He wants you shipshape so he can mete out punishment for bumping off his plaything."
Distracted by the previously unnoticed absence of one of the Seaguards, Durgay restated his innocence. “Lorea took charge that day. She decided to swim to Desolation Reef. I was honour bound to escort her."
"Again I say, will King Cerdic see it that way?"
Durgay's unresponsiveness added weight to that uncomfortable realisation.
Captain Lasbow abruptly appeared at the cave mouth, a quartet of Fishers backing their grimly determined officer. Without word or invite they invaded the grotto unopposed, one drifting over to ensure Ochar stayed clear of proceedings, the others smothering Durgay. All the while Lasbow remained guiltily wordless, consciously avoiding eye contact with his mentor.
Durgay faked a smile, jesting while his wrists were bound with braided seagrass cords. “I guess this isn't a social visit then, Las."
* * * *The dungeon was cold, dark, and wet. Unsurprising for an unlighted, undersea cave perforating the lower reef extremities 300 feet below the veiling waves.
Floating gloomily against the craggy back wall of his prison, cloaking his despondency with the inky water, Durgay stared with listless eyes at the unbarred cave mouth. Doors and their associated closure were unknown to the sociable Cetari, much like crime. Which is not to say those thankfully few lawless merfolk constituting the uncommon criminal fraternity were free to roam the reef at will. Seaguardians entrusted with policing duties kept the detainees confined to Castle Rock's cave cells by their undeviating presence until the Merking passed sentence and the paroled wrongdoers reintegrated back into society after a suitable period of rehabilitation passed. Currently Durgay was the sole felon in custody. All he had for company was the two jailers dependably guarding the grotto entrance outdoors and they were hardly willing talkers, despising him with their reticence.
Replaying the scene in his mind, Durgay's interrogation following his formal detention was pithy and, to his great relief, did not involve torture. Throughout his grilling from Cerdic he was the model of cooperation, squarely shouldering blame for indirectly causing Princess Lorea's premature death through guiding her into Harvest Shallows. Not once did he shy away from foundering to adequately protect the royal person. The Merking reacted badly to news that the actual perpetrators of the assassinative deed were dastardly Landhoppers and not simply a villainous shark, storming out of the cell in a flurry of fins without bothering to pronounce judgement on the prisoner. Durgay was grateful for Cerdic's brusque exit. The king's hastiness spared the shamefaced Fisher inventing a lie to cover Lorea's seditious intent for journeying to Lunder Atoll in the first place. Trident misplacement, trespass, and royal mermanslaughter were serious enough charges without lumping treason on to the catch.
Arresting his teacher encumbered Lasbow terribly. Electing to stay behind to alleviate his buddy's miserable imprisonment, he broke his guilty silence with hollow clicks of reassurance. For his part Durgay lifted that burden from his protégé's weighted shoulders.
"Don't ever regret doing your job, Las. Captaining the Seaguard is no swim in the marine park. Doing the distasteful stuff comes with the territory. While not always agreeing with the king's decision making, you'll nevertheless implement his wishes without demur."
"Even when commonsense tells me otherwise."
"Cerdic made the right call jailing me."
"Abaloney! Princess Lorea's pomposity got her killed, not any failing on your part, Durg."
"Don't blow warm water up my tailpipe, Lasbow. You weren't there. I deserve whatever verdict Cerdic dishes out."
"Based on the facts presented, I doubt any Fisher could have prevented that snotty mermaid's demise."
"I wasn't completely honest,” Durgay reluctantly confessed. “Right after Lorea's capture ... I froze."
"Don't Landhoppers hunt by tracking movement? Freezing in place was the appropriate reaction."
Durgay rebutted using that tactic. “I panicked, Las. I was frozen with fear."
Lasbow could have cared less about his mentor's professed cowardice. “Faced with those odds, even a school of Seaguards would've backed down. You're no yellowbelly, and dying needlessly makes no sense. “Live to guard another day". That was the lesson you taught."
Whistling glumly, Durgay moaned, “You don't catch on. Why do you think I've stayed a trainer for so long?"
"That's easy. You excel at teaching."
"And fail at real life exploits. In almost every adventure undertaken, I've messed up. Diving, spearfishing ... you name the task and I've made a hash of it. When just a plain Fisher all I ever hooked was strife. Every scrape I've gotten into ended up with somebody else rescuing me."
"You escaped the atoll,” Lasbow correctly pointed out.
"On the back of an unwilling Tylo-croc,” amended Durgay. “Without her help, I'd have been fish food. That's why I took to instructing like a sea duck to water. I was promoted to tutor to keep me out of harm's way, hiding behind my students like a snail tucked safely away in its shell. Let loose, I'm a menace to myself and others."
"You are a dark seahorse. I had no inkling,” the captain murmured in baffled clicks, apparently blinded to Durgay's claimed ineptitude by his early idolisation of the merman. “I always thought your profusion of body scars indicated courage."
"They're a sham, the legacy of careless brushes with death. I'm a perpetual loser, not a victor."
Disbelief made Lasbow shake his head. “This is maudlin clicking, not the real you. The Durgay I've known my whole life is a brave, honourable merman."
Caught up in a rare moment of introversion, Durgay philosophised, “How well can we know any one merperson? We all have two faces; one for public show, the other kept private for confronting our own personal demons.” Wallowing in his introspective mood, he modestly compared himself to a rock left exposed by the lowering tide. “Now you've seen the core of me, barnacles and all. I'm all washed up."
Faced with another prominent mermale in his life revealing uncanvassed shortcomings, Lasbow said, “Your only letdown is not letting me be the true friend I am to you. I can't help someone who doesn't want aid,” leaving Durgay alone afterwards dampened by his own inadequacies.
That exchange took place a good hour ago and the captain returned now with his king, bringing with him the heartbroken Merqueen. Snapping back to his present dismalness, it surprised Durgay to see the surviving Merprincess coasting into his grotty cell alongside her stern-faced parents. Puzzlingly, Lasbow placed himself between Cerdic and his petite niece cum stepdaughter, holding aloft a light-fish lamp to ward off the deepish dark and, to Durgay's perception, any resident evils. Made fiercely angelic by the nimbus of cold bioluminosity radiating down his raised arm and haloing his hairless pate, the captain's posture came across as protective. But just whom was his attitude directed at?
The carriage of weapons into the prison caves was taboo, yet the Merking openly flaunted that ban by the whalebone-handled sword filling in his clenched hand. An arrant reminder to all present that he personified Castle Rock authority, Cerdic levelled the dicer judgementally at the jailed Fisher. Primarily used for ceremonial functions, the hilted four-foot long, flattened swordfish bill remained a potent slashing weapon expressly crafted for an earlier sovereign, which wound up handed down to the kings coming in his wake.
Raising the tip of his symbolic sword to menace Durgay's unhopeful face, Cerdic formally petitioned his queenly wife, “Does the victim's kith have anything to say to the accused before I pass sentence?"
Cetari common law, while unorthodox, preserved simplicity. Crooks, regardless of the severity of their crime, automatically forfeited the rights and privileges accorded every merman, merwoman, and merchild. Those miscreants found their citizenship suspended until such time their penitence restored them to the society they knowingly abused. Arbitrating stayed the providence of the Merking. There was no court, no trial by your peers. He alone was judge, jury, and executor.
Minoh glided forward unescorted, Lasbow shielding her chaste daughter while the king maintained his rigid long guard stance. Regular workouts with his regal toy forged Cerdic into a better swordsman than statesman, sustaining his high profile as a monarch who could back up his own commands without necessarily resorting to Seaguard clout.
Leaning close to Durgay's lughole, Minoh whispered for his ears alone, “All mermen are cock-ups,” drawing back to enfold Princess Ahlegra mutually supportive tenderness.
"Fisher Durgay,” resumed Cerdic, “under the Seaguard charter I find you guilty of gross misconduct and negligence. Additionally, as laid out in fathomless Castle Rock law, you've committed the graver, unpardonable crimes of trespass and unlawful regicide. What you plead is irrelevant. The sentence is death."
At first the shock verdict did not register upon the old timer. Resigned to banishment, the severest penalty expectable, Durgay never once contemplated execution for his multiple offences. Togetherness precluded the merfolk from overtly killing their fellow Cetari. Surviving the dangerous seas was difficult enough without murder depleting the breakable numbers making up the Castle Rock populace.
Barely comprehending Cerdic's decree himself, Lasbow wisely let the pronouncement go uncontested. He learnt his lesson not to question the Merking's rationale. Intently studying his judged mentor, he saw likewise acceptance in his inexpressive friend's deportment; the disgraced bowing of Durgay's head, the downcast ebony eyes blacked further by guilt, his slumped shoulders holding that resigned hunch.
The unavoidability of his punishment sinking in, Durgay oddly welcomed his king's harsh resolution. Instant death was preferable to a lingering demise in the lonely deep isolated from all companionship. Cruelly, that quicker fate was not to be straightaway.
"Gratifying as watching you squirm on the barbs of an executioner's trident is going to be, I'm granting you a temporary stay of execution,” Cerdic surprisingly told Durgay. Resenting her husband's backstroke, Cerdic mollified his infuriated queen. “There is a more demanding issue that warrants my immediate attention than gutting this piece of fish bait. Rest assured, Minoh. Just as soon as that other matter is dealt with, I'll be back to personally oversee his being put to death."
Reinforcing his point with the tip of his swordbill blade, Cerdic prodded Durgay's barrel chest, leaving bloodless indentations. “Don't think you're off the hook, Fisher. This is no reprieve, only a delay."
Cerdic, slipping his groping arms around the waists of his merwomenfolk, bundled the royal family out of the everlastingly dank cell, but not before Minoh clicked pitilessly at Durgay, “You'll wind up deader than my darling firstborn, you horrid beast. And Pah Ocean will be the better for it."
Stunned by the Merqueen's uncharacteristic malice, the downbeat Seaguardian nearly missed Lasbow hanging back to dispel his teacher's unvoiced perplexity. “Enjoy, if you can, what little time remains to you, old friend. You're but the last in a long line of culprits Cerdic aims to eliminate."
Reaching out quick as a splash to clutch Lasbow's forearm, Durgay relinquished his grip just as impulsively, realising he no longer had any right for such personal interaction with his superior. That did not stop him asking, “What's kingfish planning?"
Lasbow fretted. Even in Durgay's darkest hour he genially referred to the Merking using the Seaguards private name for their patron. Loyalty, however laudable, could be grossly misplaced.
"Using the Fishers to get even. He's scheming a reprisal against the airheads in response to Lorea's murder. You aren't the only one copping blame for silencing our mouthy princess, or who'll forfeit his life because of it."
Taking that momentous information onboard, Durgay wanted to pump Lasbow for details. Cerdic bossily summoning his loitering guard commander from outside prevented that. “Shake a tail fluke, Captain. Time and tide wait for no merman."
Sounding distinctly unenthused, Lasbow revealingly griped, “Must dash. I've a frog hunt to launch,” hastening from the prison grotto to perform his king's vagary. Time just kept repeating itself.


Chapter SevenEverybody was contemplating violence. Durgay's ludicrously unforeseen escape from Harvest Shallows with the very nightmare meant to munch him embarrassed the Piawro hierarchy no end. The idea of feeding the sacrificial merman to the slavering tylo-croc completely backfired, leaving the bloodthirsty masses severely disillusioned and dangerously insatiated. Responsible for making the call to release the captured Fish-with-Hands, Ryops naturally found himself the principle target for the crowd's frustration. Shouts of abuse pelted the flinching Dokran Teh. Chulib and his amphibimen hurriedly ringed his chieftain with bamboo shields bearing the leader's copyrighted device of a black orb on a field of blue signifying Dokran breeding privileges. Anticipating the verbal missiles would soon be exchanged for rockier insults, the resolute Shurpeha flaunted their individual macanas, poised to counteract with their own peculiar brand of belligerence.
Concerned chiefly with saving his own warty skin—the public image of the Subos was tarnished to a lesser degree by blame through association—and the plans he had painstakingly crafted, Eskaa tried appeasing the multitude with the lame pledge that the very first Fish-with-Hands speared by the expeditionary force planning to embark in a few weeks would be shipped back to Lunder Atoll, the corpse put on public display and made available for civic mutilation.
Seeing a chance for redemption and to outdo his oddly subdued rival, Ryops went one hop further, promising the mob the immediate launch of a raiding party charged with capturing alive the first Fish-with-Hands they paddled across, to be brought back to the isle for ritual execution. His improvisation worked a treat and the riled Piawro dispersed without further incident.
Ryops saw the boating party off that morning on the ebb tide joined by the convocation of coached well-wishers Eskaa organised to line the lagoon's southern beach. Priestly blessings and rousing croaks of encouragement supported the canoeists paddling frantically to clear the Surge, surfing the choppy back of the outgoing currents into open water before the wavy sea level drained sufficiently to raise the barricading reef crest. The cheering Piawro lingered until the paired outrigger canoes safely crossed the coral boundary heading out to Nir Sea, ambling back to their waiting tasks that directly aided the war effort.
For Ryops, it meant daily inspection tours of the atoll's pressured industries. Two short months remained before cyclonic storms lashed the tropics, battering the unshielded atoll with torrential rains and swamping flood tides. The islanders were under the sun to mobilise their war fleet before typhoons made them shore bound. The Dokran Teh did his part exhorting toiling workers to up production of materiel with quiet words of encouragement. Where just days ago his presence inflamed the malcontents, Ryops the Liberator became tolerated, helped by Eskaa's marketing of him as the Piawro's saving grace. Even the embittered Climbers stomached his visits.
Which is not to say the willowy carvers were to be trusted. Their resentment of the Leapers, festering for decades, would not evaporate overnight. Ryops guessed their fishy change of heart was down to one dark hope; that their current Piawro masters might come to grief in the struggle against the Fish-with-Hands, leaving the leadership positions conveniently vacant.
Ryops tried not to dwell on the Climbers rooting for the other team.
Distracting bawls pulled the Dokran Teh's overseeing gaze from the stonemasons mining the beach-land obsidian deposit, drowning out the metrical tapping of hand axes splintering the glassy black base rock into workable flakes earmarked for shaping into harpoon tips. Looking away up the sun-drenched sands, Ryops saw Chulib mercilessly drilling the Shurpeha's newest recruits. Wielding unsharpened dummy spears, the initial squad of twenty strong trainee warriors was put through its paces under the broiling fireball, practicing thrusting and guard stances in ragged unison.
"Chulib will soon whip them into shipshape. Yessiree, Dokran. He'll have that sorry bunch hopping through hoops blindfolded by the time he's done with them."
Ryops glanced weirdly at the commenting bodyguard alongside him. His popularity upped again, the Dokran's safety was no longer an issue and as such his personal escort reduced to one, freeing other Shurpeha for war related duties. One of which was playing assistant coaches to their bullying commander.
Chulib's bellowing rang over the chalky sands like claps of thunder, his undisciplined novices falling over themselves to smarten up their untidy act, harassed by junior Shurpeha drillmasters bawling from the sidelines. Feeling a harbingering westerly brush his snout, Ryops sensed the sands of time slipping away and bounded smartly inland.
Adhering to his usual routine, Ryops stopped off at the lumber camp on his way to the plantations. Loggers hacked down Corakk Jungle at an alarming rate, felling trees right, left, and centre to feed the war effort's gluttonous hunger for timber. The tortured creaks and groans of chopped and sawn boles voiced Lunder's protest at having her precious foliage stripped, baring the vulnerable island ecosystem to the ravages of erosion. Wood smoke palled over R'bat City denser than ever before, thickened into acrid soup by additional controlled fires hollowing out tree trunks into war canoe hulls. Eyes stinging, the Dokran made to hop away into clearer air and literally bumped into Eskaa.
Leading a procession of fawning acolytes, the strutting Subos made no apologies for the near collision. “Sightseeing again, Ryops?"
Wiping his watery eyes dry with the palm of his hand, the chieftain said, “Just doing my rounds,” his tone staying neutral. So far their unholy pact held, although Ryops tested it every chance he got. “I see you've got a replacement rattle, Eskaa. What froglet did you swipe that from?"
A croaky chuckle ballooned the magician-priest's throat sacs. Leaning upon his renovated staff, the cloying smoke swirls adding to his carefully cultivated mystique, Eskaa gave his Dokran a friendly warning. “Make the most of the limelight. Fame is such a fleeting joy."
Placing a preventive hand on his tensed Shurpeha's sword arm, Ryops took in the ceremonially cloaked Subos. “All dressed up and no volcano to blow?"
The insult hit the mark. Eskaa's own bulgy, watering eyes bridled, though in the midday warmth and the choking heat cast by the many work fires he astonishingly kept his cool. “Logs do not consecrate themselves and unblessed canoes are never seaworthy. Unless you're planning to have the army swim out to meet the Fish-with-Hands, I suggest you stay out of my way."
Signalling his accompanying guard forward, Ryops pushed through Eskaa's flunkies, sniping at the slighted Subos as he passed him by, “Bit hard to do that when you're blocking my path."
Carrying on through the dwindling jungle beyond sight, if not smell, of the pervading smoke, Ryops came across one of the dirt-poor villages fringing the main settlement in which the lowest caste of Piawro society resided. Pausing beside the unnamed slapdash warren of shallow setts tunnelled into the thin layer of precious topsoil, the chieftain was taken by an old Burrower squatting outside the entrance to his rude home. Time ravaged the aged Landhoppers cruelly, shrinking the elderly to one-third their proud adult size. Rheumy eyes marked the dwarf amphib a blind, seemingly spent member of the island community who had outlived his usefulness. Yet there he crouched on his heels, arthritically crippled hands mechanically sanding smooth a breadfruit wood float, destined to be part of a canoe outrigger, with a coarse piece of sharkskin.
Ryops was moved by the selfless oldster's devotion to community spirit. Every islander, in some way, shape, or form, pitched in with the invasion preparations. Eskaa's vision, warped as it was, gave them a common purpose missing from their everyday drudgery. Humbled by the conception, Ryops vowed to do right by his children.
My tadpoles.
Irony lumped in his throat. No boast to say that consecutive Dokrans—since the time the ancestral amphibs fled the mainland to resettle on this remote coral atoll sanctuary—fathered every single Piawro, living and deceased, Ryops remained frustratingly heirless. Confounded by his inability to inject a fresh bloodline into the restricted Dokran gene pool, his baffling impotency failed to diminish his paternal feelings. Irrespective of tribal distinction, every Landhopper was physically linked to the leadership, existing as a valuable and contributing member of the chieftain's extended family. And to a father fell the responsibility of nurturing and protecting his brood.
No longer in the mood for touring, Ryops skipped his scheduled stopover at the priceless plots of fertile land given over to yam and banana plantings. The Dokran's need to take his mind off his unproductive maleness overrode inspecting produce. Rooted in the heavily tilled soil, the valuable food plants would still be there tomorrow. Shurpeha scarecrows posted about the fields ensured that, scaring off likely thieves.
Not that any robbers would be of the feathered variety. The flightless two-foot long native rail, the sole land bird endemic to the atoll, had ages ago been eaten into extinction, crammed into the cooking pots of the immigrant amphibs. Seabirds rarely alighted, having learnt the only way to avoid predation by the giant talking frogs was to nest elsewhere. Even the plentiful globetrotting curlews no longer used the jungle stopover during their circuitous clockwise flight from the northern breeding grounds. Not a single migrant wader had been spotted, let alone made touchdown on the island rest stop, in over a century.
Which left only the cat-sized local rats to plague the cultivated areas, since no sane thinking Piawro dared consider thieving foodstuffs to the detriment of the war fleet. Rodent eradication was in full swing, famished Burrowers making a meal of the odorous black and white animals at every opportunity by singing off the fur and boiling thoroughly the rank flesh. Prolific breeders, the rats were nonetheless fighting a losing battle against the amphibian infestation. Vermin was fast becoming a scarcity on the menu. Pretty soon the only meatable snack would be the terrestrial shellfish and only so much can be done with crabsticks.
Hopping to a standstill in a cleared patch of fired land adjacent to a sugarcane crop, the towering thick-stemmed grass caging the declining rat population, Ryops squinted up at the solar furnace relentlessly baking Lunder Atoll and blinked languidly. Removal of the jungle rooftop exposed the isle to increasingly cancerous amounts of tropical sunlight, broiling the atoll daily.
Snapping his pudgy fingers, Ryops called for his attending minder to rub moisturiser into the wind-cracked skin of his unclothed back. Breadfruit sap was wonderfully versatile!
"This shouldn't be part of my job description, chief,” his escort grumbled.
Ryops laughed off the complaint. “Quit bitching, Knalli. You were put on this atoll to serve your Dokran. That includes acting as my masseuse. You really do have soft hands.” He could almost see the embarrassed guardsman squirming.
Knalli was readily likable. Chulib regularly chastised the youngest member of his Shurpeha compliment for his outspokenness, yet Ryops found Knalli's candour refreshing. He preferred not to be surrounded by yes frogmen.
"That son-of-a-fish the Subos has tailing us is still back there, chief. I saw him a moment ago, out of the corner of my eye, hop into the sugarcane."
"Maybe he works part time as ratcatcher."
Eskaa had started keeping visible tabs on his partner. Theirs was an arrangement that did not generate trust, moreso when Ryops’ own mole mysteriously disappeared while on assignment infiltrating the magician-priest's personal servants.
"Why don't we give him a show to report back to his master with,” suggested the Dokran. “My close quarter fighting skills sorely need honing. If I'm to lead you Shurpeha into battle, I'd better brush up on my swordplay. A decent workout will warn Eskaa not to mess with me or my boys."
Only too glad to dispense with applying sun block, Knalli wiped clean his hands on his muscled thighs before handing his macana over to Ryops. “Let's see if you've got any better moves than last time,” he goaded the Dokran, facing his flimsy bamboo shield toward his opponent. “And hopping away doesn't count."
Clearly unfamiliar with handling weaponry, Ryops nevertheless gave it his best shot and rushed the readied Shurpeha, clumsily brandishing the stone-edged sword like a fly swatter. Knalli neatly sidehopped the Dokran's wild swings before defeating him in three rapid moves. The first blow to Ryops caught him completely off guard and he staggered sideways. Although Knalli intentionally held back, there was force enough behind his fisted strike to numb the right half of the chieftain's snouted face. The speedy guard was careful not to punch anywhere near his chief's poison glands; a single drop paralysed and killed an adult amphib in minutes. That icebreaker was followed up by an open-handed chop to the wrist, effectively disarming Ryops. Even as the whacked Dokran ribbited in fright and pain, Knalli scooped up the dropped macana before it clattered on the ground. The final hit, a double-footed kick to the chest, utterly floored Ryops.
Sprawled in the harrowed earth gasping for breath, the winded chieftain croaked, “Remind Chulib that Shurpeha duty is protecting, not pummelling, me."
"He's always razzing me for being too enthused.” Knalli extended his free hand to pull the dazed Dokran to his feet. Injured pride prevented Ryops from accepting the proffered help and he stubbornly wobbled to his feet unassisted. An impish smile creased Knalli's amused mug. “That'll prove to the Subos just how dangerous you are, chief."
Dusting himself off, the bellyaching Dokran grimaced. “I prefer spawning to fighting."
"Care to try again?” Knalli coaxed, hefting his weapon promisingly.
Groaning louder, Ryops wished, “Surely it must be siesta time soon."
* * * *Lasbow brazenly poked his head above the waves. A patchwork of varying blues quilted Pah Ocean's restless surface, the brightly burning sun accenting the differentiating sapphires, indigos, and cobalts which hued the marine spectrum. Crossing this tapestry of aquatic monochrome raced two fishing canoes; trivial, yet concurrently noteworthy in the boundless oceanic bionetwork. Often the smallest of disturbances upsets the most tenuous of balances and these seemingly inconsequential dots on the vast sea of history were about to play their part in a swiftly escalating chain of events set to change undersea and oversea life forever.
Seaguard scouts were shadowing the intruder vessels since picking up the telltale acoustic signature of paddles rhythmically dipping into water a quarter hour ago. Surfaced astern of the Landhopper watercraft, their bold captain took a moment to wonder why any creature would voluntarily travel on top of the sea rather than seek safer passage below the waves.
And then a Piawro spotter glanced back, catching sight of Lasbow.
Excited shouts preceded the frantic turning of the canoes, one swinging to port, the other heeling over to starboard on a reverse tack. Paddlers upped their tempo a notch, digging deep to complete the turn in the foot high wavelets and bear down on their quarry before they lost sight of him. Done with acting out his role as baitfish, Lasbow sounded to rejoin the thirty strong pod of matchless Fishers eagerly awaiting the order to attack from the protectiveness of the Deep, ensuring he made a sizable splash to keep the Landhoppers interest focused on the spot where he dived.
Cerdic unleashed his straining mermen the instant Lasbow retook command of his half of the vengeance squad. The Merking's strategy was unimaginatively straightforward: lure the waveriders to a halt, then streak to the anathematised surface and upend their boats, spilling them into the water where they would prove easy marks to spear.
Flourishing his swordfish bill blade, Cerdic waved his backup Fishers onwards and upwards. Ignoring Lasbow's recommendation to hang back and let the royal guard lead the charge, the bullhead monarch stormed ahead, eager to dole out his brand of Cetari justice. “Gut them like the dogfish they are!” he compelled. After all, the spoken code of the sea was a fin for a fin.
Lasbow powered ahead of his own battle group with rapid sweeps of his broad flukes, gritting his file teeth determinedly, rigidly holding his trident extended before him like an underwater battering ram. The secondary Seaguardians fanned out into an accompanying wedge behind their speeding captain, poised to begin picking off the first Landhoppers dumped overboard.
The Piawro were sitting sea ducks. Milling on the surface, the coconut sennit throwing net transported on the nearer canoe raised at the ready to fling over the target, the amphibs crewing both the capture vessel and its escort vainly scanned the depths for further sign of the splashing Fish-with-Hands. Frustrated eyes searched the unrevealing blue, their owners bunched into a crouch that would explode them into action the moment they glimpsed their prey anew. They got more than they bargained for when Lasbow reappeared barrelling from out of the shadowy deep like a retributive torpedo.
Accelerated up to ramming speed, he dropped his trident at the last second and rolled, taking the full brunt of thumping into the canoe's underside on his trailing shoulder and upper back. The momentous impact overturned the outrigger hull, sending the Piawro aboard flailing into the sea, net and all.
Pained by the collision, Lasbow floated temporarily stunned beneath the upturned canoe, reeling vulnerably oblivious to danger. He was brought back to his senses by a confused, inverted Landhopper mug staring him in the face, plainly bewildered by the shock dunking and appearance of this Fish-with-Hands host. The enemies in this undeclared war locked eyes for the briefest instant, their opposing intelligences seeking comprehension before mutual enmity kicked in; all in the fleeting, yet timeless space of a heartbeat.
Lasbow recovered from his torpor first. Lunging reactively, he lanced the unarmed, upside down amphib skew-whiff in the shoulder, burying two of the prongs deep in the deltoid muscle. Trilling in response, blood clouding the seawater, the impaled Piawro instinctively grabbed hold of the whalebone shaft, trying vainly to yank the trident out of his body. Firmly embedded in his flesh, their hooks cruelly snagging on the sliced muscle tissue, the barbed heads failed to dislodge. Designed to stick fast in an impaled fish, they worked equally well on bigger prey. All the Landhopper succeeded in doing was amplifying his pain.
Fearing the flexing haft might snap under the strain, Lasbow prudently let go. His surprise move sent the writhing frogman lurching backwards. Slipping free the bone-handled megashark tooth-dagger from the belt of twined seagrass looped about his midriff, the Cetari commander closed for the kill with the potent symbol of his captaincy.
And there a problem arose. Just how did one knife to death a frog? There was no Cetari school of thought on effective killing methods employable on Landhoppers. Trained to hunt a variety of fishes, the current generation of mermen lacked firsthand dealings with the amphibious islanders; initiates sneaking nocturnally into a desolate lagoon did not rate highly on the interaction scale. Past altercations hardly helped either, constituting Fishers beating a hasty retreat without properly engaging the violent prone terrestrials. Today was going to be a case of trial and error for Lasbow.
Making the assumption Landhopper braincases were of comparable thickness to Cetari skulls, Lasbow doubted the preferred method of dispatching a snared fish, inserting a knife behind the eye to skewer the brain, would work cleanly. Opting for the direct approach rather than experimenting, he went for the broadest target visible and rammed his enamel blade into the Landhopper's gut. Forgetting the barbs lodged in his shoulder, the stabbed frogman thrashed against the pain lancing his stomach. Clinching the Piawro catcher, Lasbow thrust his knife upwards, fixating on the terror widening the other's bulbous eyes. Driving the serrated point deep into his foe's unprotected chest, he managed to puncture the right lung; amphib organ placement compared favourably with human physiology, minus the ribcage. The delicate tissue haemorrhaged, and the lung started to collapse. His chest constricting, the doomed amphib refused to give in to his impending death without a protest. Lasbow clutched him tighter with his free arm, Cetari brawn gradually stilling Piawro resistance. The clinch lasted several long minutes until his opponent quit struggling, absurdly drowning, not in seawater, but his own blood.
Disentangling himself from the flaccid Landhopper, Lasbow watched the corpse float away, taking his morality with it. Killing a sentient being was a reluctant first for Castle Rock's prime defender. Fish were small-brained fillets-on-the-fin, slaughtered humanely and without compunction for food. Slaying a cognisant creature, even a characterless baddie, repulsed the captain no end. But there was more to his guilt than simple regret. What shamed Lasbow more was the unsettling delight he experienced committing the deed. He felt utter exhilaration murdering the hapless frogman.
Whose Piawro associates met similar fates, falling victim to bone spears and knives. Outnumbered five to one, the outcome was predictable. Lasbow admired King Cerdic heroically swinging his double-sided slasher back and forth in devastatingly wide arcs, his brawn amply powering the flat-edged swordfish bill through the denser water. Not as nippy as a thrusting trident, the Merking nevertheless gashed a couple of the slower Landhoppers about the arms and legs with his scything blade. Largely superficial, the flesh wounds distracted the recipients enough to lower their guards, allowing the circling Fishers to jab viciously with their undersea pitchforks.
Suffering their inescapable demise, the amphibs rapidly joined the other flotsam from the upturned canoes; paddles, strands of rope fibre, bundles of food wrapped up in banana leaves, all drifting inanimately with the current.
But exceptions always exist.
Lasbow marked him before extracting his buried knife and using it to cut free his trident from the gutted canoeist. Watching the manoeuvring Piawro closely, he saw past the inelegant frog-kick locomotion the Landhoppers classically swam with, centring on his foe's handling of the black-tipped spear, expertly thrust while fending off the encircling Seaguards tightening their formation. No defenceless pushover, this was a trained warrior determined to go down fighting. Lasbow puzzled over the greyish tinge to the survivor's mottled hide, unaware that when a true Shurpeha's blood boiled with battle his skin greyed in response.
Speculating the Landhoppers might possess their equivalent of the Cetari honour guard, Lasbow nearly missed the trapped Piawro's attempted breakout. Whirling desperately, the enemy fluidly lanced an unprepared merman in the pelvis before seeking to create a gap through which to flee by spearing the struck Seaguardian's offsider as well, dealing him a disabling prod to the tail. Even as their king mercilessly stipulated, “Prisoners are not to be taken!” the mermen closed ranks and trounced the damned Shurpeha under an onslaught of tridents.
Grinning crazily and boyishly waving his sword about, Cerdic swam over to his guard commander. “A resounding victory, eh Captain? Might and right win out every time! They go together like fish and eggs, and taste just as sweet."
Lasbow agreed with an obedient nod, returning his shark tooth knife to his belt cord. Whilst incurring no losses, two Cetari nevertheless were seriously wounded by that singularly defiant Landhopper. Warring was not without its consequences.
"I feel like a young sprat gain,” Cerdic jubilantly declared. “Revenge is a fish best not served old. Deliver justice swift and harsh, Lasbow, when anger heats your heart and you can't ever go wrong."
His attention wandering, Lasbow silently commended a pair of his mermen as they gathered up, unasked, the Piawro spear and net for closer inspection. Understanding your enemy was vital to defeating him. “How great are the odds of us swimming across a couple of Landhopper pods, just when we're looking for some payback?” he put to Cerdic.
"Nupterus smiled on us today. That's all there is to it,” said the uncaring Merking, halting his waving sword. He had exacted a toll for the murder of his beloved stepdaughter. The mechanics of the retribution hardly mattered.
Except to Lasbow. “The Landhoppers were clearly on a fishing expedition,” he mused aloud. “But for what?"
"Turtles ... tuna? Who cares,” Cerdic said, shrugging off Lasbow's concern.
"A web is not required to snare those. What if they were purposely hunting us, seeking a live capture for further sport?"
Cerdic's happy face melted away as he considered his captain's inference. “So the Landhoppers plainly mean to do more harm. Steps must be taken to ensure they do not get the jump on us."
"Precisely, Sire,” Lasbow clicked animatedly. “I've had thoughts on how best to tighten up Castle Rock defences. For starters, Fisher patrols can be extended out to beyond—"
"You're an old fish head on young shoulders. Pity."
His train of thought interrupted, Lasbow whistled puzzlingly, “Sire?"
"You think regressively, Captain. My brother too was a staid thinker. That was his downfall.” Studying his blooded blade, Cerdic marvelled at the basic lethality infusing the flattened swordfish bill. A natural weapon uncomplicated by overanalysing, it did the job simply and well. Often the unfussy approach to a problem proved the most effective. “The Cetari will not cower in a reef crevice like a fearful eel. The best way of protecting Castle Rock is to attack Lunder Atoll directly."
Lasbow could not believe his earholes. The Merking had lost all sensibility! “You want to invade the land?” he queried in a stream of sceptical clicks.
Cerdic laughed scornfully. “Don't be absurd! We can no more swim out of water than flying fish soar to the Mother-of-All-Fish-Eggs lighting the black ocean overhead when night climbs.” To the Cetari darkness never fell but rose out of the unlit depths, spreading its inky gloom from seafloor to sky ceiling. That was when untold celestial fish eggs subtly illuminated the ebony heavens with their sparkling brilliance, shepherded by the parenting moon blazing whitely from an airy ocean.
Cerdic continued. “The sea feeds the merfolk. It floats to reason she feeds also the Landhoppers. Why else do they venture across the Roof of the Underseaworld on their floating wood-bones but to plunder her fish? We'll blockade the Landhopper dry-reef and make them come to us. Starve or swim; the choice of death is theirs."
"Sire, we haven't the warriors to match the enemy spear for spear."
Shaking a clenched fist in Lasbow's face, his biceps rippling with demonstrable muscle, the Merking seethed. “Strength is power, Captain. Indeed, we outnumbered our foes this day, but the Cetari prevailed because our body and mindset is infinitely stronger. Landhoppers are as spineless as jellyfish. I will extract my full vengeance and see every last one of them made a corpse which sinks to the seabed and rots into crab pickings."
Looking about at the carnage, the wallowing amphib carcasses leaking redness into the salty blue, Lasbow read the scene correctly. “This was a dress rehearsal."
"A prelude to the main event,” affirmed Cerdic. “Can't expect to successfully harpoon a granddaddy grouper using an untested trident.” Enfolding the accompanying Fishers with a gesturing sweep of his sword, he attested, “These mermen are now seasoned Landhopper exterminators. Have them train up their fellow Seaguardians into a force to be reckoned with that'll lure out the Landhopper Frog Prince. He can't hide up out on waterless coral forever. I will meet him in personal combat and carve Lorea's name into his flesh before feeding him to the fishes."
Uncomfortable with that notion, Lasbow used a more plausible excuse to mask his unease. “Speaking of which, King Cerdic, there's enough frog blood in the water hereabouts to attract half of Pah Ocean's reef sharks. I respectfully urge that we depart the area and swim for home."
"Yes, yes. The sooner the Fishers are turned into a school of killers, the quicker Desolation Reef can be made complete. I want that atoll utterly bereft of life, from bottom to top.” Farflung dreaminess softened Cerdic's manic face. “This'll be a story to enthral merchildren for generations, how we fought the Landhoppers tooth and tail in their own waters and vanquished them. Picture it, Lasbow ... the greatest battle in fishtory!"


Chapter EightUndersea was anything but a silent world. Daybreak was moments away, Bounty Reef abuzz from the myriad burbles made by vocalising fish. Reconciled to losing a good night's sleep, Durgay continued dissecting the background racket which increased in volume and complexity from sunset onwards, reaching its crescendo near the midnight hour before lowering to a tolerable muted roar until the louder dawn chorus kicked in.
Cruising as close to the unbarred entrance of his cell as he dared, in case he made his jailers unnecessarily jumpy, the sleepless Fisher registered the grouped sounds that were collectively rowdier than a clamorous city street. Identifying the noisemakers was easy even for a haggardly tired merman. Seahorses pranced with merry clicks, keeping time with the rasping of parrotfish nibbling their coral snack bar. Overlaying those quieter cracklings were the drumming and croaking seatrout playing as backing singers to the popping and chirping damselfish, themselves vying with whistling toadfish. Durgay further detected the lower pitched booms of resonant toadfish intermingling with the grumbles of grunting squirrelfish. All in all it was a disharmonious symphony of competing fish calls grating against his frazzled nerves.
Unsurprisingly, Durgay's simmering irritation at having his slumber disturbed by the constant din grew into downright detestability for the enlivening fishes that invigorated the reef. Sound broadcast life, which explained the oldster's resentful silence; his own life forfeited by the Merking and, by his reckoning, rightly so. Durgay brooded on his deserving death for allowing Lorea's heinous murder. If only he acted to prevent their capture, fought back to at least ensure her demise was swifter, merciful...
"Feel like a chat?” Lasbow floated unarmed in the entryway, all youth and vitality. Despite his fatalism, Durgay envied him.
"I'm not the best company,” he clicked tiredly, retreating into the despairing blackness of his cell. They say a person's décor directly reflects their temperament.
"The topic for discussion is hardly inspiring,” Lasbow returned, entering his mentor's confinement. “Cerdic plans to besiege Lunder Atoll."
Durgay glanced concernedly at the open doorway, startled by the emptiness his worrying eyes saw.
"I've ordered the guards to take a break. We're able to talk freely,” Lasbow said encouragingly. “Do me a favour and don't try to do a bunk. I haven't the heart to stop you and your absconding will put a crimp in my plans for promotion."
Managing a faint smile, Durgay chided, “Romancing the younger daughter now, Captain. That's shameless of you. How goes dating Princess Ahlegra? Details of the current court gossip is understandably hard to come by when one's left in the dark."
"It's nothing that crass, Durg. I'm merely looking out for Minoh's angelfish."
"Is that sincerity I hear in your clicks, Las? Not so long ago you used to be shallower."
Lasbow pulled closer to his mentor. “I'm the captain of the Seaguard doing his job. Unfortunately, that's soon to encompass campaigning against the Landhoppers. For that, I need insider info."
"From me?” Durgay's surprised tone announced his unwillingness to assist. “I'm a dead merman swimming. Go find someone else's brain to pick."
"There isn't another. You are it. Only you've been ashore and survived the ordeal. You alone can make an educated guess at the odds facing us."
"Why should the condemned help out his punishers?"
"Playing the martyr doesn't suit you, Fisher Durgay. I know where your loyalties lie. They're the exact virtues you drummed into me: honour and duty. You aren't capable of turning your back on Castle Rock any more than I can disobey the Merking. Do you want me to paraphrase your earlier reminder to support Cerdic no matter what?"
"That only applies to citizens, not criminals."
"Recite the Seaguard oath."
"What?"
"Indulge me."
Many years had passed since Durgay's initiation ceremony, yet he declaimed his pledge of allegiance word for word. “Solemnly swear do we all, to defend the reef else it falls. Protect kith and king with bony might, surrender never Cetari rights. Seas freeze cold or run high, guardians are we until I die."
"You aren't dead yet, Durg."
"Lasbow, you do fight dirty.” His gill flaps pumping decisively, Durgay requested an update on events. “Since I'm living on borrowed time, give me the shortened version."
"Executing you is the last thing on Cerdic's mind, for the moment. After scuttling a few Landhopper seafarers, the Merking is obsessed with scuppering the rest. His scheme for bringing that about is to block the frogs” access to Pah Ocean. When they get hungry enough to force the issue, we wallop them into oblivion."
"The theory is sound,” admitted Durgay.
"Except?"
"It'll be like trying to halt the tides. Having seen the amassed Landhoppers firsthand, we don't have a chance in shell of stopping them, even if they're in a weakened state. The grains of sand lining the seafloor pale into insignificance compared to that multitude."
Lasbow had already concluded that. Such a sober realisation did not preclude him from earlier dispatching scouts to reconnoitre the undersea approaches to Lunder Atoll. Cerdic meant to have his war, even at the cost of his merpeople. “Maybe the underdogfish will win the final round too,” he forlornly hoped aloud.
Durgay's cynicism deepened. “Don't bank on it."
Playfully punching his mentor's shoulder, Lasbow shored up his sagging braveness. “Never surrender, eh boss shark."
"You haven't called me that since accepting your captaincy."
"We all grow up; then grow old. I owe you more than I can ever repay. If only I could help you out of this predicament."
Clasping Lasbow's arm, Durgay whistled in gratitude, “You already have, by jogging my memory. Obligation landed me in this mess and that same sense of duty will see me through to the bitter end. I won't forget it."
"That's poor comfort.” An imaginary light-fish winked over Lasbow's head, gifting him with an oyster of an idea. “I'd better be pushing off,” he abruptly said.
"You are a busy merman,” conceded Durgay, giving his friend's wrist a parting squeeze. “Will you attend, you know, when the time comes...?"
"As sad as it'll be, I'm there in an official capacity, Durg. At least you'll be guaranteed a burial at sea."
With Lasbow's irrepressibility warming the cockles of his glum heart, Durgay asked the departing captain, “Las, would you have truly done nothing to stop me swimming out of here?"
"Could you have taken advantage of our friendship in that way?"
"Not really."
"That's my answer too."
* * * *Later that day a surprise visited Durgay. He was lazily scratching his midriff when in waltzed Lasbow, closely followed by a strapping Seaguard manhandling an uncooperative prisoner.
"That's a girl!"
"Very observant, Durg, especially in such poor lighting,” applauded the captain. Sunlight at this depth diffused ethereally, the feeble radiance stopped on the threshold of the dungeon grotto by the immobilising murk. Denied the creature comforts of even a basic light-fish, the perpetual darkness glooming their internment supposedly encouraged prisoners to meditate upon their wrongdoings. “Meet your roomie."
Indignation engorged Durgay's blues. “This is a private cell,” he insisted. “I don't want a merwoman put in with me."
"Learn to share,” Lasbow ordered him. Directing the guard to where he should deposit his burden at the dimmer back of the cave, he loosened the seagrass bonds binding the inmate's wrists, apologising as he untied. “Believe me, I'm sorrier than you for chucking your tail into jail last night. What you did was foolish, but gutsy.” Waggling a rebuking finger before her defiant eyes quieted the feisty mergirl. “Behave nonetheless, Najoli,” he warned her, undoing the remaining cords, “or you'll find yourself back in solitary faster than a speeding mullet. Durgay's shy around the fairer sex, but he's the nicest guy once he lets his guard down."
Whistling confidentially to the elder Fisher behind the palm of his raised hand, Lasbow hid a grin from earhole to earhole. “Treat this as a date. And no, you can't afford to be picky. Prisoners, like beggars, can't be choosy. She's a legitimate convict who I thought might provide a measure of company. If the two of you hit it off, you may even get lucky.” His elbow nudged Durgay's ribs. “Wouldn't want my best mate to die a virgin."
Ushering his chuckling Seaguardian out of the grotto ahead of him, the matchmaking merman parted saying, “I'll let you kids get to know one another. Shouldn't be too difficult. Neither of you have anyplace to go."
Folding his arms in a wasted gesture of crossness, Durgay made the effort. “So what's your story?” he grudgingly asked the shadowy figure.
"Same as you, old fella,” replied the mergirl. Casting an unappreciative eye over her blackened lodgings, she gave her cellmate the same skimming glance. “Doing time for the crime."
"Which is?"
"Aren't we as nosey as a sailfish. Not the wall-polyp the captain reckons you to be."
"Small talk might as well relieve the boredom."
Gliding along the perimeter of the cell like an uninterested goldfish cruising its bowl, she favoured Durgay with a lingering inspection. “I'm rooming with somebody infamous, a local celebrity no less. You're the dude who killed that stuck up Merprincess."
"I didn't. My ineptitude got her killed. There's a difference."
"Dead is dead. They should be decorating you for the deed, instead of plonking you in here."
"That's harsh, girlie."
"I'm biased against the royals, oldie."
"Just what have you been incarcerated for?"
"Saying no to a merman who doesn't handle rejection well."
Durgay checked her out in return. The unrevealing murk doing nothing flattering for the mergirl's looks, the piqued Fisher resorted to silhouetting her with a discreet sonar scan. Small for her age, which bordered on twenty, her outline was femininely disproportioned. Whereas Princess Lorea busted out with merwomanhood, this commoner lass appeared short-changed in the breast department. Not that Durgay minded. Smallness aside, her boobs were anatomically perfect; lusciously rounded, youthfully pert...
Durgay brushed off the impure thoughts arousing his mind. Was his recent incarceration responsible for him lusting after any member of the opposite sex as jailbait? Had his thus far brief stint in prison turned him into a sex-crazed inmate already? Or was his deep-seated lonesomeness merely drawn into the open by the imminence of death and her distracting proximity?
Unwilling, or unable, to examine his awakened sexual desire, he probed deeper with his sonar, undressing the mergirl's outer layers and finding her innards uncorrupted by disease. Cetari “x-ray vision” proved a vital fishing tool, conferring the capability of culling at a distance ailing fish from their fighting fit schoolmates.
"I'm as healthy as a seahorse, you old perv,” the mergirl said, cottoning on to Durgay's male scrutiny. Amusement, not outrage, flecked her recognition.
Embarrassed at getting caught, Durgay quickly looked away, his clicks degenerating into awkward mumbles. “Never really appreciated cave architecture before,” he muttered, lamely running his hands over the striations of rock corrugating the curved walls.
"Don't pretend to be all prim and proper,” she said. “Unwanted mermale attention is what landed me here. You at least are gentlemanly enough to feel guilty at being a lecher."
Durgay harrumphed. “Najoli, right? I can guess what your crime is ... too sassy in public.
"And you're just oozing charm yourself,” she rejoined, poking out her tongue. Pity her rudeness went unseen in the murk.
That effectively put an end to their conversation. Each unimpressed with the other, the uncommunicative roomies staked a claim to one side of the grotto, drawing an invisible demarcation line down the middle that separated their patches of individual gloom.
Prison becomes so much more unbearable when you are not chummy with your cellmate.
* * * *The mutual aloofness lasted until nightfall. Idly floating, listening to the sunset fish chorus start up, Durgay heard Najoli carefully sweep the cave floor with sly sonar pulses. The returning echoes pictured by her interpreting mind were of the odd shell and meatless fishbones discarded from recent meals.
"Dinnertime will be shortly,” Durgay courteously informed her. “I believe mackerel is on the menu tonight."
"Did the guards tell you that?” Najoli asked, continuing to scour the bone littered floor with softly clicking sound waves.
"Indirectly. I overheard them bellyaching before you arrived. They're fed the same fishes we are."
"When does the shift change occur?"
"Right after dinner. The new guards start on a full stomach, the old ones go to sleep with a bellyful of the same. Just what are you up to, missy?"
"Working on a way outta here."
Mortification gripped Durgay. “You can't escape!” he protested. “That's illegal."
"We're incarcerated and you're worried about bending a rule."
"Breaking the law, more like it,” he stated, putting her right.
"Have you always been a stickler for the rules, Durgay?"
"Pretty much all my life.” Sneaking the Merprincess into Harvest Shallows was the only blot on his otherwise spotless record.
"Get ready to break more than the one rule soon,” Najoli warned him. “When are the incoming guards relieved?"
"I'm not going to tell. You'll just get me into deeper strife."
"Even I couldn't manage that. You are going to be executed for murder. I think it's safe to say that's the epitome of trouble.” Staying on the same tack, she frankly asked, “Do you want to die?"
"I've made my peace with Nupterus. I am prepared."
"Given a choice, wouldn't you prefer to live?"
"That choice was taken out of my hands by the king."
Najoli stiffened. “So take it back from him and be your own merman."
Durgay clutched his head. Why did yakking merwomen always give him such quandaries? “I am a Seaguardian,” he persisted, feeling a migraine coming on.
"Who's so blinded by duty, his servitude so deeply entrenched, he can't think for himself. Is your former position in the Fisher community going to halt a Seaguard executioner ramming his trident into the back of your skull when commanded to? Take a chance and shoot for some freedom before you're too old to enjoy it."
"Can't miss what you never had,” Durgay grumped back. “Are you a free spirit, Najoli?"
"I'm as liberated as any merwoman can be."
"And yet this independence you claim is so beneficial has resulted in us sharing a cell. Freedom of choice mustn't be all you crack it up to be."
"Maybe I'm not the best example. But don't let my rotten luck put you off from taking the plunge. What have you to lose?"
All his life Durgay strived to be a model Fisher, rising to a position of general respectability, his wavering self-esteem propped up by his reliance on duty. Stripped of that anchor, he was awash in a sea of doubt with death the only certainty.
Does it really matter where or how I die, whether at the hand of a Castle Rocker or elsewhere? My life on Bounty Reef is over before I'm even killed.
"The next guard change coincides with day-up,” he supplied.
"Smart choice,” Najoli commended him. “After the dinnertime swap, we'll take out the replacement guards and be on our sneaky way. I doubt anyone will bother checking on two sleeping inmates before dark falls back to the Deep."
Durgay raised a genuine concern. “How do you propose dealing with the minders outside the cave mouth?"
"Bash them over the head with this,” Najoli revealed, at last finding the product of her search. She proudly hefted a fist-sized chunk of basement rock, which at some stage had loosened and broken off the wall to lie unfound on the cave floor until Najoli picked up a use for it.
Finding the makeshift cudgel dumped into the palm of his hand, Durgay dropped it as if it were a porcupine fish. The lumpy rock returned to its resting place, camouflaged by the grotto's inky bowels. “You're not to kill either of them,” he instructed Najoli.
Retrieving her prize, she replied, “Perish the thought. I only want to knock them out. You're the convicted murderer in here. Are you able to restrain your killer instinct?"
"You're still alive."
Najoli tittered. “You do have a sense of humour beneath that rigidity."
Deciding it best to start up a watch over the drowsy guards, Durgay edged close to the invitingly doorless cave mouth. “You remind of another mergirl,” he whispered back into the darkness.
"I'm a merwoman, thank you very much,” Najoli huffed. Slighted as she was, she could not contain her curiosity. “Who might this sister be?"
"Princess Lorea. She also was a pain in the tail."
* * * *The changeover happened without incident. Right up until the departing guards swum out of sight, off for their dinner. Najoli jumped the nearer of the two substitutes before he settled in, clouting him on the back of his head with her rock. Initially shocked more than hurt by the assault, he turned curiously and got whacked in the face for his trouble, rolling senselessly forward in the slow motion ballet liquid density made of underwater action. Najoli thumped him a third time on the noggin to ensure he stayed out of action.
Forced to take on the leftover guard, Durgay pounced like a catfish from behind, bear-hugging him quickly into submission. Stunned by the notion of a prisoner actually wanting to escape, the subdued merman flopped about in Durgay's crushing arms like a limp jellyfish, too amazed to call for help. Twirling his speechless compatriot about face, the veteran Fisher head-butted then slammed him face first into the rock wall. He collapsed like a deflating puffer fish.
Towing his unconscious cargo by the tail into the cave, Durgay divested the jailer of his coil of seagrass twine carried as standard equipment for roping disobliging prisoners. Tying him hand to flukes, he deposited him at the rear of the cell, repeating the procedure with Najoli's victim. To her he directed, “There should be a pile of seaweed strands just outside the entrance. Fetch me two.” Using them to gag the exchange prisoners, Durgay was pleased enough to forget his original misgivings. “That should keep them from sounding the alarm. Where to now, Najoli?"
"Anyplace but here."
"Didn't you think your escape plan right through to the end part, such as a suitable spot we can flee to?"
"I hadn't thought that far ahead."
Durgay rumbled his censure.
"I honestly expected you to chicken out,” she said by way of an excuse.
"That makes two of us."
"You don't hold a very high opinion of yourself."
"Things tend to go wrong in my life ... a lot."
"Durgs, you are such a pessimist."
"To you, I'm Durgay and a realist."
"Whatever. I got us out. You're the master escaper around here. You must've picked up some useful tips getting out of the Landhopper lagoon."
"Only one and that's not really applicable here; don't work with animals."
"Definitely unhelpful,” groused Najoli.
"I don't see you spilling over with a sequel of great ideas."
"I'm fresh out. But I know somebody who is creative."
Najoli zoomed off up the reef's sloping foundations, Durgay trailing dubiously. Concealed against the backdrop of ebony rock, the shadowy ascenders threw caution to the current and raced out of the gloomy Deep into the blackening sea with abandon, swapping one kind of darkness for another. Beaconing globs of bioluminosity shone unblinkingly from cave maws as Castle-rock lit up for the night. Drawn sideways by one particular exterior lamp blazing gemlike from the sparsely populated base, the mergirl ducked readily into the lowermost cave condo.
Recognising the tiny planter of faded corals out front, Durgay stated the obvious. “This is Ochar's place."
Poking her head out of the opening, her stern expression made angular by the light-fish illumination overhead, Najoli carped, “Get inside quick, before anyone clicks you."
"This is the first place they'll check,” the unhappy merman moaned back.
"We'll be long gone by the time the captain of the Seaguard thinks to look for us here."
"Swimming to Nupterus only knows where."
Reaching out and yanking him indoors, she amended, “To whatever destination my grandmother recommends as a suitable hideout."
Durgay's incredulity nearly made him tongue-tied. “Ochar's your grandmother?” he managed to blurt.
"Great grandmother actually,” Najoli returned, hauling the unresisting merman further into the coldly lit grotto. “Or is that great, great grandmother? No matter. She's family, so will help. Hullo Grammy."
Her thoughts lost in sifting through items of memorabilia, Ochar slowly looked up, her expression one of befuddlement as the Cetari couple drifted into her abode. Their unannounced entry stirred the seawater, making the free-floating lanterns sway crazily. Durgay she recognised, but the slip of a mergirl hovering in the dancing lamplight seemed a complete stranger.
"It's me, Grams. Najoli. Bealie's girl."
"Bealie...” Ochar mouthed incomprehensibly, clumsily rotating the cowry ornament in her gnarled hands.
"She's Grandpa Jemta's oldest daughter."
"Jemta. I named a son of mine that."
"And I'm his granddaughter, Bealie's youngest,” Najoli reiterated in an exasperated whistle.
Dropping the forgotten shell, Ochar swept the youthful merwoman up into her grandmotherly embrace. “Yes, you are Najoli. I haven't seen you since you were fin high to a lobster and I bounced you on my tail. You're all grown up, my dear."
Squished by the outpour of love, Najoli gurgled, “You haven't changed a bit, Grams."
"Getting more forgetful by the day,” Ochar bemoaned. Putting Najoli back at arm's length, she glanced maternally at Durgay. “Tell your old granny, when did you hook up with him?"
Durgay fielded that question. “We share a common interest; evading the authorities."
"Ours is a troubled story, Grams, and I don't want to involve you any more than we have to. Suffice to say, we're swimming from the law and on the look out for a place to float low in."
"Hide out here,” the supremely elder merwoman invited.
Funnily affectionate, Najoli lightly touched Ochar's forearm. “The offer's appreciated, but not practicable. We sorely need directions to a more permanent solution. Durgs and I must vacate Bounty Reef quick smart."
"Durgs?"
"Don't encourage her,” Durgay clicked grumpily.
"Have either of you eaten?"
He continued on his sour note. “Nope, we skipped dinner due to bad timing."
"I'll cut you some bonito steaks, freshly caught this morning and dropped off by a generous Fisher lad. There's plenty to go around."
"We'll take it to go,” Najoli told Ochar as her grandmother agedly swam to her larder. “Can't dawdle, Grams. Please point us to the nearest reachable hideout. There's gotta be a secluded shelf below an islet down in the southern waters we can make our own.” She abruptly found herself pulled to one side by Durgay.
"Your Grammy has trouble remembering her own name. Can we count on her guidance being accurate?"
Overhearing his concern while wrapping up the tuna snacks in seagrass netting, Ochar remarked, “Even though I have lapses in memory, me lad, I'm not deaf. I've forgotten more knowledge than you've ever retained in that doubting head of yours."
"It's your haziness that worries me, Ochar. That's a big ocean out there. I don't want to take a wrong turn and wind up being swept out to sea on the back of a wild current. The “C” in Cetari stands for coastal, not crazy."
"Crazy sums up Cerdic nicely,” sighed Castle Rock's senior citizen.
"You've heard about the king's invasion plans, I take it."
"Hasn't everyone?” interjected Najoli.
"The whole reef is nervous about Cerdic's ambitions,” Ochar gave away. “His brother was a wiser, kindlier ruler. As I remember him, Anwhorl would never have gone off half-cocked to goad the Landhoppers into all out war, even with the provocation of losing a daughter to them. He would not let a father's grief and rage prevail over the welfare of his merpeople."
"Then why doesn't everyone just get together and tell King Cer-dickhead to back down!” steamed Najoli.
"Because Cerdic remains our Merking and duty is loyalty,” the oldish merman recited.
"That's your answer for everything, Durgs."
"Durgay's fidelity showcases the rest of our unbending community,” interposed Ochar. “They'll faithfully follow their king to the ends of the ocean, even if it means the death of the Cetari. But if Durgay can change his inflexible thinking, there may be a trickle of hope for Castle Rock yet."
He challenged Ochar's assessment of him. “I've not changed."
"You've been pardoned then. If not, that'll make you an escapee, ergo refuting the judgment imposed by your monarch. Which marks you a mutinous traitor."
Shooting Najoli a daggered glance, Durgay grimaced. “I see that your streak of brainy independence runs in the family."
Najoli smirked devilishly. “Mother never loses an argument either."
Finished packing edibles, Ochar handed the food parcels to her granddaughter twice removed. She answered Durgay's querulous look with a sly smile. “You'll be carrying something else entirely."
"Aside from my guilt."
Rummaging through a pile of paraphernalia junking up a rounded corner, Ochar fished out from the bottom of the heap of coral oddments a trident thinly crusted with a film of red algae. She proffered the weapon to Durgay, unashamedly handling mermale symbolism.
He rashly waved it away. “I couldn't possibly handle another merman's tool."
"This belonged to my husband. The thought of consigning his most prized possession to the Deep alongside his body was unbearable. It has kept better value as a memento, a daily reminder of my wonderful merman. No point now, as I can't even picture what's-his-name's face. My memory sports mores holes than a sponge.” Sad, careworn eyes implored Durgay. “Take the gift. A trident shouldn't languish unused. It'll comfort me having her great grandsire protecting Najoli, in spirit anyway."
Durgay resisted. “I can't. It wouldn't feel right."
"Valour alone won't defend against pesky sharks."
"You can't transfer ownership of a trident,” he persevered.
"Borrow the piece indefinitely then."
Bowing his head, the reluctance sliding from his shoulders, Durgay sensibly accepted the generous token. “I'm honoured,” he said, taking the slime-coated haft in his grasp. “Mind if I clean the goop off first?"
Apologetic, Ochar laid her hands on a shell scraper. “Housekeeping was never my thing,” she admitted, as the gratified merman started scuffing in what was plainly a labour of love.
With Durgay keenly engaged in his chore, Najoli prompted her older relative. “We head south then, Grams?"
Delving into her Swiss-cheese reservoir of knowledge, Ochar came up trumps. “Follow the coastline down to the southern headland and round the cape, then swing up the eastern seaboard. Be mindful to hug the coast. Ocean currents on that side of the continent are meant to be contrarious. Stay on course and you'll eventually swim across a peninsula. That neck of land ought to be the umbrella for an unoccupied fringing reef. Although not as bountiful as the seas surrounding Castle Rock, it'll adequately meet your needs."
"Did you catch all that, Durgs?"
"Swim south. Follow coast. Hit land. Gotcha."
"As always, a merman of few words,” Ochar fondly remarked.
"She doesn't have to journey into exile with me.” Durgay's supplemental surprised the merladies. “Regardless of her original transgression, Najoli's only crime is aiding and abetting my escape. In her defence, she could say I forced her into becoming my accomplice. That mitigation might grant her some leniency from the Merking."
Najoli thought differently. “You aren't hogging all the infamy from the Rock's very first prison bust. We're partners in crime and I'm sticking with you like a suckerfish glued to the underside of a shark."
And just as galling as a remora. “I don't want female company. Excluding Ochar, I've had about enough merwomanly influence in my life to last me what's left of it."
"Granted, I've no need of a chaperone,” accepted Najoli, “only we're like two pearls in an oyster—inseparable.” Adamant, the mergirl hugged her greatest grandmother goodbye.
Embracing her back, Ochar whistled for Najoli's earholes alone, “When your mother was a nipper and came for her overnight stays, she loved a particular bedtime story she begged me to retell over and over. Do you know it?"
Najoli nodded. “The Ice Merman has remained my personal favourite too."
"You'd do well to remember it. There's an element of truth to every fairytale, my dear. Your belief just might bring deliverance to the Cetari."
Confounded, the mergirl nonetheless took onboard the potentially sea-drying message, resolving to demystify the tip-off en route. Reluctantly pulling away from her grandmother, she grabbed Durgay's arm and coaxed him toward the exit. “We have to go now,” she decided.
"What was with all that whispering?"
"I'll tell you on the seaway, once I figure it out myself. Until then, get swimming!"
Rushing his goodbye, Durgay ran his parting clicks together. “Goodbye, Ochar. Thanks for everything. We shan't see one another again."
A mergirl at heart despite her mature outwardness, Ochar smiled kindly. “You two make an adorable couple. Najoli always was a troublesome sprat, yet she has a tender side. Treat her well, Fisher."
Saluting with the “loaner” trident, Durgay silently pledged to do just that.
"Pellish would've been a fine surrogate name for you, Durgs,” she wryly added. “Make his memory proud."
"Tell mother I'm safe, Grammy,” Najoli hastily called back. “She'll be overjoyed to hear I've found myself an escort, even if he is a wanted merman."
Ochar waved them farewell, and then puzzled, “I will, if only I can remember what my granddaughter's name is."
The fleeing duo intended to pause on the verge of freedom only long enough to make sure the coast was clear. Their bumping smack into Lasbow the instant they swam from the cave made a mockery of such caution.


Chapter NineIt was a Mexican standoff. That is, if the Cetari were Mexicans and could indeed stand.
"Lower that trident,” ordered Lasbow, levelling the prongs of his own weapon at Durgay's chest, himself aiming high for Lasbow's throat.
"It's rude to point your shaft at another merman,” rejoined the older Fisher.
"Kind of cements your gayness,” the unsmiling chief Seaguard quipped.
"That was a rumour you started, Las."
"I'll be forced to start something else unless you surrender that ill-gotten stabber. Illegal possession of a trident is a capital offence."
Durgay was unrelenting. “I've already had the brook thrown at me. Adding one more charge is superfluous. You can only execute me once."
Stunned by his old mentor's levity, Lasbow repeated, “Drop the weapon, Durg. Or you'll be sorely testing our friendship."
"Give me the word, I'll scoop up a rock and dong him,” Najoli avidly volunteered.
"Captain Lasbow! I'll not have blood clouding my doorway. Put down the fish catcher and stop this nonsense before somebody gets hurt,” Ochar chastised from her grotto.
"I'm only doing my job,” retorted Lasbow, feeling besieged. “Durgay of all merpeople should understand that."
"The Durgay of old certainly, but I'm no longer the merman who trained you."
"You've gone renegade,” Lasbow impugned.
Durgay was just as quick defending himself. “Not by choice. Circumstance forces me to take extreme actions."
"By traitorously spurning the kingdom and its laws."
"Save yours, there has been no truer loyalty to the throne than mine. I'm not the brightest light-fish on the reef, Las, but lately I've learnt the royals are fallible, same as us. Princess Lorea's insistence on venturing into Harvest Shallows was a poor decision. She paid the dearest price for her silliness, as will I. King Cerdic's pronouncement on me is a fair one. I don't feel at all wronged by him."
"I'm glad you don't,” Najoli obliquely muttered.
Taking a fortifying inrush of water over his quivering gills, struggling to put abnormally complex thoughts into ordinary lingo, Durgay forged ahead with his treasonous talk. “The Merking's compulsion to war with the Landhoppers will prove suicidal for Castle Rock. We can't possibly hope to defeat them. If Cerdic persists with his madness, the Cetari will go the way of the whale."
"So you're abandoning us."
"The kingship abandoned me. What loyalty do I owe Cerdic now?"
"The Fisher Durgay who instructed me taught never to swim away from trouble, to tackle any problem head-on."
"I'm practically dead. There's nothing left here for me except a dishonourable death. Why should I stay?"
"For me,” Lasbow said compellingly. His affected grin washing away from his stern face, he resumed his deadly seriousness. “As Seaguard captain, I'm obliged to arrest you all over again."
In a bold show of trust Durgay allowed his lent trident to gently float from his grasp, seesawing downwards and settling provocatively on the rock ledge forming Ochar's front yard. “I'll not fight you, Las, not even to secure my freedom. You won't physically assault me either."
"You seem certain of that.” Lasbow's shoulders abruptly sagged in signposted concession, the points of his multi-headed spear dipping conjunctionally. Durgay knew his pupil that well. Not backtracking without one last formal protest, the persuaded captain threatened, “There's nothing stopping me calling my Seaguards in to detain you both."
"Would the salvation of the Cetari sway your dedication?"
Lasbow glanced sceptically at Ochar, his suspiciousness jousting with her audacious claim. “Is victory over the frogs achievable?"
"Doubtful. But ensuring the liberty of the merfolk might be doable. Isn't that why you came here tonight, Captain? To entreat my counsel."
Inclining his head, Lasbow recognised, “Truly, you're the eldest and wisest merperson on the reef, Ochar. King Cerdic may have scant need for an adviser. I value outside input."
"Here's mine then. Letting Durgay and Najoli swim off will not be a bad thing. Allow them their escape and I'll give you a Plan B and C for preserving our merpeople."
Smiling inappropriately, the defender of merfolkdom chuckled amazedly. “Is there no fidelity anywhere on the reef anymore? My best friend's turned deserter and a merwoman old enough to be my grandmother's grandmother is holding Castle Rock to ransom."
"Let them go, Captain,” Ochar urged him.
"I get the impression you're not revealing all, old mergirl, that you're holding something important back."
Ochar smiled genially. “I'm an elderly merwoman with a rotten memory. Some things are bound to slip my mind."
Finding himself at a crosscurrents, Captain Lasbow of the Seaguard twisted to stare out into the deepening dark, seeking enlightenment from the inkiness. When nothing constructive emerged, he studied the waiting faces behind and caved in to the coercion. “What the shellfish ... they're free to go."
The severity of the times did not preclude beaming smiles all around.
Putting his free arm around Durgay's relieved shoulders, Lasbow enquired, “What happened to the two guarding you jailbreakers?"
"They're napping,” Najoli supplied with a guiltless smirk.
Ignoring her glee, Lasbow plied Durgay with another question. “Before you take off, can you tell me anything more about the Landhopper boss? Cerdic aims to face him down personally. If we're to survive this, I need an edge."
His contact with the Piawro decidedly one-sided, Durgay could only share, “We weren't formally introduced. Watch out for his offsider, that skinny lunatic by the name of Scah I described to you in my interrogation. That one's deadlier than a riled up stingray.” Durgay's scarred abdomen throbbed in aggrieved remembrance.
Lasbow clapped his mate's shoulder in farewell. “You'd better go, before I come to my senses and change my mind. May your seas stay stocked with fish."
"And the corals forever colour the Deep,” Durgay intoned back, happily granted the opportunity to part on acceptable terms with his longstanding pal.
Reclaiming Pellish's trident, he took Najoli's hand in his and together they voluntarily swam off into exile without so much as a glance backwards. Castle Rock, Bounty Reef, friends and family ... all were as forgotten as yesterday's lunch. Severing the connection with the only life they knew had to be irrevocable, else the pair could not brave the hazards of uncharted waters without reservation.
Lasbow watched the engulfing blackness swallow them from sight, before accepting Ochar's invitation to join her inside for a chat.
"Ever heard the phrase, “In the kingdom of the blind the one-eyed merman is Merking"?” she asked the captain.
"Can't say I have, Ochar."
The insightful, if absent-minded, elder patted his hand. “Guess what, my darling Pellish ... you're tagged to become the Cyclops of the Cetari."
* * * *Durgay and Najoli coasted warily into daylight. Having swum through the night, they drifted fatigued 80 nautical miles due south of Bounty Reef, cruising the surface flow in about 100 fathoms of water. Topside, a millpond sea of waveless green reflected the matte heavens, its unbroken wash of sky blue marred by an innocuous grey smudge lining the western horizon. Delineating a far-off squall storming its blustery way southwards along a paralleling course, the cloudbank did in fact distantly presage fouler weather to come.
But for now the restive Cetari lazed in the clemently sun-rayed shallows fifty leagues off the sandy continental coast, rich concentrations of plankton turning the coastal waters milky. Durgay tensed, his biosonar picking up a probable thirty-foot long contact moving sedately inshore toward the bloom. A more concentrated scan revealed the ambling traveller to be an inoffensive basking shark, though identifying the monster fish only heightened the Fisher's alertness. Strictly a harmless filterer of planktonic food, its gaping mouth daily drawing in thousands of tonnes of seawater while ceaselessly plying the oceans slowly questing for the matchhead-sized copepods and arrow-worms sustaining its six ton bulk, this particular individual was returning to its usual temperate haunts after breeding in the tropics.
Distrusting any and all sharks, Durgay gave the unheeding giant a wide berth while it sifted the seas on the fuzzy edge of their underwater vision, gorging itself on the miniscule animals grazing the surface-dwelling phytoplankton before the advancing day compelled those millions of zooplankton to retreat 300 feet down to lie in wait for the starting flag of dusk to fall, when they would ascend to begin cropping the microscopic plant-life anew. Only when the shark's painfully slow passage took it beyond the range of his monitoring sound-sight did Durgay visibly relax.
"You spook easier than a cuttlefish,” Najoli ribbed him. “That was just a sun fish.” Nicknamed for its habit of lying motionless with its back breaking the surface as it basked in the tropical sunshine, its huge triangular dorsal fin protruding above like a living lateen sail.
"All fish have the potential to be prey or predators,” deemed the seawise merman.
"Oh lighten up, Durgs. We've embarked on the adventure of a lifetime. When a nipper, you must've wanted to be an explorer."
"Never fancied being anything but a Seaguardian,” he refuted. Seeing Najoli properly for the first time without the veil of night darkening her features, Durgay was struck by her plainness. Unremarkable in appearance by any standard, she exuded attitude to make up for her deficit in the looks department. “Najoli, aren't you the least bit saddened at having to quit Bounty Reef?"
She shrugged off the question. “It doesn't pay to dwell on the past. Introspection only impedes the future."
"So you live a life without regrets,” he surmised.
"Hardly. I just don't let my emotional baggage weigh me down. Since we'll be living in exile together, I want to set some seabed rules. Number one: our relationship stays strictly platonic. I don't date older mermen."
"Suits me. Mergirls cause me nothing but trouble."
"Rule two: I'll brook none of this macho chauvinism. This is a partnership and I insist on parity. I want an equal say in the decision making."
That idea did not sit well with Durgay, but for the sake of a quieter exile he assented. Merwomen tended to get their way regardless of mermale objections.
"Rule number three: you've gotta start having fun. You're as rigid as a stuffed sea squirt."
Durgay drew the shoreline there. “Have you any idea the dangers facing us out here? Fun ought to be the last thing on your mind, girlie, survival the foremost. Take that basking shark. Ordinarily those fish trouble no creature other than the krill they ingest. But those that hound them do pose a threat."
"What's big enough to worry a fully grown sun fish, but a bigger shark?"
"Orcas. If you possessed one barnacle of sea lore, you'd know that orca packs routinely hunt basking sharks, admittedly confining themselves to harassing the coldwater fishes. But if a plankton-loving shark goes astray into the tropics, who's to say that a molesting orca pod won't be hungry enough to follow."
"It'd be cool to meet an orca face to snout in the open ocean. They're big dolphins after all, and I've never met a bottlenose I couldn't teach simple tricks to. A little flighty maybe, but generally trainable."
"Orcas are different. They're liable to hunt us on sight."
"We're not on the menu list for the small whales."
"Not everything's about food, Najoli."
"What are you implying? Cetaceans and Cetari have always gotten along. They're the smartest swimmers in the sea after us, some say nearly our peers."
"I hate to burst your jellyfish canopy, but an irrational abhorrence of all merfolk is an inbred orca trait. Don't ask me its basis. It just is, some say coming into being after the last of the big whales sank to their seafloor deathbed. They simply cannot tolerate merpeople, and will kill and consume those they happen upon. Lucky for us orcas frequent northernmost waters and are no real bother."
"Are you saying the biggest of the dolphins, intelligent mini-whales that are animals nonetheless, bear some sort of baseless grudge against the Cetari?"
"That's it in a seashell. They always have been killer whales."
"Is there much more open ocean stuff I'm not aware of?"
"Depends. What role was given to you back at Castle Rock?"
Najoli pouted. “What chore you mean. I was a seagrass planter. With a bit of luck and extra hard work, I might've been promoted to seaweed harvester. What a shame you took me away from all that."
Durgay fretted. “Gardening skills won't help you out here. If we're to avoid going belly up, I'm going to have to impart some of my Fisher ways."
At first thinking it a joke, Najoli rapidly warmed to the prospect of retraining. Consigned by the luck of the birth draw to the job discriminations of merwomanhood, she hankered for the farfetched chance of taking a stab at spearfishing, or at the very least trawling. Providence, in the most unlikely of scenarios, was giving Najoli her shot.
Bubbling with enthusiasm, she entreated Durgay, “When do we begin?"
"Right away. Follow me."
Durgay sounded, diving away from the revealingly backlit surface where a patrolling mako could easily spot them against the sun-dappled backdrop. The blue clarity of the upper layers soon darkened to a hazy aquamarine as he led Najoli in a downward spiral on the lookout for suitable cover. With their familiar fringing reef left far behind in their wake, Durgay became reliant on any shelter offered by the undersea continental shelf extending seawards some forty miles offshore from the immutable landmass east of them.
With visibility dropping to around 100 feet, Durgay took echo soundings to keep track of their descent. His ultrasonic pulses were vital if they were not to overshoot the narrow margin and risk plunging disastrously over the edge of the gentle incline. From there the continental slope plummeted in dizzying steepness 13,000 feet to the sediment-thick ocean basin floor; a terrifyingly black, unheated void where nightmares manifested.
Made nervy by the deepening water, Durgay sought shallower seas and turned landward, propelled by his resurging fear. Immediately fortunate enough to come across a ribbon reef slenderly clinging back from the lip of the shelf, he eventually found an overhang of anemone-quilted stone jutting upwards like a port in a storm and nestled in the cramped cavity beneath the ledge. Rainbow wrasse and clownfish swarmed nosily about the merman, their boldness a poignant reminder of home.
Squirming alongside him, Najoli said, “So what's the first lesson?"
Wedging his trident in a frontal cleft so that the warding prongs faced menacingly outwards, Durgay matter-of-factly answered, “Sleeping rough,” and straightaway dozed.
Left to twiddle her thumbs in the bothersome company of the curious fish, Najoli folded her arms crossly and fumed. Even Cerdic will be having a livelier day than me.
* * * *"What d'you mean, escaped?"
Lasbow calmly weathered the berating Merking's volatility. “They knocked out the guards and took off into the blue,” he described with measured composedness.
Enriching the colourfulness of the corals in full splendorous bloom, the streamers of midmorning sun warming tropical Pah Ocean did nothing to dispel the chill unsettling the captain's heart, as he presented himself deferentially to Cerdic in the royal gardens.
"You dare report to me that an over-the-seamount Fisher, along with a pup of a mergirl, overcame two Seaguards in their prime? Such a thing's preposterous!” blustered the outraged monarch. “Captain, what possessed you putting a convicted murderer and that tart in the same cell?"
"Two inmates are easier to guard if they're jailed in the same spot."
"Apparently that is not the case,” Cerdic scorned. “I assume you are taking action to find and return them to custody."
Lasbow spread his hands in placation. “What with the plans to blockade the Landhopper headquarters, I haven't the mermanpower spare to devote to the roundup of lost prisoners. The Fishers are working overtime to salt away food, as foraging off Desolation Reef is impractical. Similarly, our merwomen farm their fingers to the bone stockpiling provisions. As it is, Sire, Castle Rock will virtually be left with just a token force protecting it when we do commence the siege."
Cerdic was in no mood for excuses. “Bad things always come in three's,” he muttered. “First Lorea's lost to me, next her killer, and then his prison bitch.” Pointing his finger commandingly at Lasbow, he decreed, “Find them. I want them hauled back here and judged anew, this time sentences effective immediately. Have the Seaguards who let them escape be punished for their laxity by hunting down the fugitives."
"They'll be only too willing to redeem themselves."
"They won't be all that eager after you inform them not to bother returning empty-handed. Catch the criminals, or carry on swimming off the reef. Pass it on."
Lasbow signified his acceptance of the order with a tilt of his head. To Cerdic's annoyance he did not withdraw from his presence. “You're scheduled to supervise the drilling of the Seaguard,” Lasbow reminded him.
The Merking did not dilute his crabbiness. Petulance was clearly a royal trait. “Can't you manage that alone?"
"Regrettably no, Sire.” Retraining the Seaguardians had become a difficulty not envisaged. The cornerstone of the Rock's security was always the fluidity of its defenders, acting independently as combatants for the common protection of Bounty Reef. Mobilising as a single fighting formation proved unnatural to them. “My mermen carry out your orders as best they can, but only you can properly convey your vision for an army."
"I was planning to spend some quality time with my family. That has to be put off until later, I suppose."
"Afraid not, King Cerdic,” contradicted Lasbow. “Afterwards we have a strategy meeting. The scouts are halfway through mapping the ocean surrounds of Lunder Atoll. While the picture is incomplete, their reconnoitring thus far does give us a head start in the planning stakes."
"Since making the decision to take the Landhopper's to task over Lorea's murder, I've spent precious little time comforting Princess Ahlegra or her mother."
That's the whole idea schemed Lasbow.
Directing the disgruntled Merking to the patch of sandy seafloor set aside as the parade ground for the rehearsing Seaguard, Lasbow momentarily excused himself. Rounding the other side of Castle Rock, he found the two disgraced jailers loitering dejectedly where he had earlier ordered them to wait. Their disfavour was evident in the half-hearted salutes they gave their descending commander.
Glossing over their inattention, Lasbow made the two of a kind an offer they could hardly refuse. “I'm giving the pair of you the chance to get out of the dogfish-house and make amends for your incompetence."
They brightened at the prospect of getting back into their captain's good graces.
"Officially, you'll be swimming after Durgay and his accomplice to recapture them. Unofficially, off the record, you're undertaking a scouting mission for me.” Seeing their disappointment at being denied payback for their humiliating trouncing, Lasbow pacified his mermen's ruffled gills. “It'd be a waste of time chasing them down, boys. By the time you caught them up, Durgay and the mergirl would be feeding the fishes. How long do you reckon an aging Fisher and the anchor around his neck can last out in open water?"
Their understanding surfaced in a shared leer of mutual malice that distressed Lasbow. Even the common merman harboured a submerged propensity for cruelty.
"What do you want us looking for, Cap?"
Taking in hand the forward speaking Seaguard, Lasbow answered in all sincerity, “Atlantis."
* * * *Corakk Jungle flamed up into ash. The traditional slash-and-burn technique used to deforest potential cropland burned out of hand. Fanned by favourable trade winds, the supervised fires blazed unmanageably, cindering the western slopes of Mont Plaas as swirling windblown sparks buzzed the remainder of the torched isle. Ironic that a volcano should fall victim to a case of unintended arson!
Ryops ought to have been concerned by the day-old uncontrolled inferno threatening to engulf the entire atoll. Chulib was shouldering that worry for him, directing the fire-fighting effort, which consisted of bucket brigades lining smoke-choked pathways from the beach to the interior, dousing the conflagrant vegetation with pails of seawater. Beaters on the margins thumped with palm fronds at smaller pockets of flames hungrily licking the flammable greenery, aiding the desperate effort to keep Lunder from being razed to the coral. The amphibs may as well have been spitting into the sun for all the good they were achieving. Short of a tidal wave, no amount of saltwater carried by the bucketful could extinguish a blaze of such magnitude and intensity. All that the frantic islanders could really hope to accomplish was restrict the spread of the wildfire, dampening down hotspots until it burnt itself out, hopefully before the island wound up completely denuded of foliage.
Tucked safe and sound inside his eastward facing compound away from the irritating smoke drifts, Eskaa's droning supplication resonating through the adjacent temple wall as the magician-priest wastefully petitioned the God of Water to quash his fire-brother's mischief making, the Dokran was troubled by nothing so trifling as a firestorm.
The Fish-with-Hands capture team had failed to return.
Fully a week overdue, Ryops had given the canoeists enough leeway to net at least a dozen of the manimals. As each new day dawned he bounded optimistically down to the lagoon, anxiously searching the foamy breakers crashing against the walling reef for sign of their homecoming. And every morning the mockingly empty ocean turned him away unsatisfied, a sense of foreboding weighting his return hops.
Secretly delighted by their disappearance, for their send off upstaged him terribly, Eskaa publicly lamented the loss of such a fine body of frogmen. Ryops instantly declined his Subos’ offer to conduct a memorial service for the gallant amphibs lost at sea. The Dokran Teh was not ready to give up on his missing “sons” yet, especially when the expedition leader was a promising young Shurpeha whom Chulib mentored.
Hunkered down meditatively on his recently renewed palm leaf mat, Ryops became acutely aware that the chanting next door had ceased when a sticklike figure jumped uninvited into his roundhouse from outside.
"It's rude to enter without knocking, Eskaa,” he croaked inhospitably.
"Put a door up and I'll rap on it till the cowfishes come home,” the Subos rejoined, standing there uncaringly.
Ryops blinked owlishly. “Finished praying so soon?” He inhaled a whiff of the trailer of smoky air that followed Eskaa through the swaying bamboo curtain, newly installed, and coughed overdramatically. “Can't have worked. Vhello obviously isn't listening to a word Enayres is saying."
"Leave interpreting the gods to me, blasphemer. I'm better qualified."
That's laughable.
"You didn't retreat up here just to pray for rain,” the Dokran accused his opposite. “It's not mere coincidence that your temple is fire and weatherproof."
Eskaa could not hide the wryness tingeing his pervasive eyes. “You took refuge inside your residence for the same reason."
"I came here to reflect on matters!” Ryops snapped back with giveaway quickness. “Something you don't have a clue how to do, since you haven't a conscience."
Squatting unasked next to Ryops, symbolically sharing the leadership mat, Eskaa made the observation, “This fire is somewhat of a blessing in disguise for you, Dokran."
"I fail to see the advantages gained from any disaster, particularly this one. Corakk nourishes the island. If what's left of the jungle is razed to the ground, our hardships mushroom prematurely."
"Ryops, think short-term benefit. The fire is taking the minds of the suckers down there off your unfulfilled promise to deliver them a live sacrifice. A timely diversion, hmmm?"
"Surely you didn't set it as a distraction!"
"I can't take the credit for an act of the gods. Oh wait, as Subos I can."
Ryops was immediately suspicious. “Why should my getting off the hook please you?"
The magician-priest leapt into the break that opened up. “It'll permit you to focus on the real issue, the concern you've been irresponsibly ignoring; that the Fish-with-Hands enjoy demonstrable intelligence."
"Jumping to conclusions again, Eskaa."
"When will you concede they're smarter than the average fish?"
"When you present me with something more convincing than a staged sideshow."
"Two missing canoes should be proof positive they're capable of organised attack."
"There are any number of rational explanations for them vanishing. A freak wave, hassles with sharks."
"Or ambushing Fish-with-Hands."
Ryops snorted indifferently, refusing to budge from his standpoint. Although Eskaa's claim might indeed have merit, he would not freely admit so.
Seeing he was getting nowhere, that it was futile arguing his case with the obstinate chieftain, Eskaa surprisingly gave up the ghost. Ryops’ usefulness was coming to an end, so there was no point expending effort trying to sway him. The unbelieving Dokran Teh would be hit with the devilish truth soon enough.
He was on the verge on hopping back to his side of sanctuary when Chulib appeared in the doorway, grimed in sweaty soot, brushing the strands of hanging bamboo forcefully aside. The Shurpeha boss was visibly alarmed at finding Eskaa on his lonesome with the under protected Dokran Teh, Knalli holding the fort alone at the front gate while his comrades helped battle the fire; a case of all hands to the buckets. Chulib took small comfort from the fact Eskaa's acolytes were also pressed into firefighting service, denying the crooked Subos his goon squad. He counted the unaccompanied Subos a dangerous foeman.
"Any developments, Chu?” Ryops asked, interrupting the lead guard's consternation.
"A mixed bag, Dokran. There's a wind shift fanning the fire back on to itself. Luckily flames won't feed off ash. It should peter out by tomorrow."
"That is good news,” nodded Ryops. “What's the downside?"
"The changing wind direction caught us off guard. The flames overtook fifteen citizens. Nine burned to death, the surviving six all horribly maimed.” Chulib ribbited acerbically at Eskaa. “The Subos is needed below to minister to the victims,” his mordancy sticking to the magician priest like mud.
"Finish your thought, Shurpeha,” Eskaa baited him.
Subtlety never really his thing, Chulib swung from the hip. “Honestly, what good are prayers? Chanting won't bring back the dead nor ease the suffering of the injured."
"Another unbeliever,” Eskaa harrumphed and rose off the mat. “Didn't it occur to you, Chewlip, that Soruca graciously intervened, taking as payment for sparing our isle those wretched half dozen souls?"
Chulib narrowed his watering eyes, stinging from prolonged exposure to heat and smoke. “The God of Wind and Death will be claiming more than those poor beggars before the day's over. I'm betting the six who somehow crawled from that hellhole lit up like fireflies will be leaving the island of the living in a short enough time."
"Their burns are that severe?” Ryops worried.
"They're burnt almost to a crisp,” Chulib grimly affirmed.
Devoid of empathy, Eskaa let out a wearisome sigh as he made for the door, compelling Chulib to grudgingly hop to one side, making way for him. “The last rites passage is sooo depressing,” the magician-priest jadedly moaned, sidling past the Dokran's minder. “Death is such a downer."
"Especially for the corpse,” muttered Chulib.
"You're deplorable, Eskaa. Show some compassion."
Halted in the doorway by the denunciation, the Subos responded to Ryops’ snipe with a contemptuous glower before firing a question at Chulib. “Those that fried belonged to which group?"
"Burrowers mostly, with a couple of Diggers dragged in."
"Therefore not needing my sympathy. The subclasses know their place. They're disposable. But for the sake of appearances, I'll pretend to give a damn about them.” The self-centred spiritual keeper of the Piawro sashayed out, answering his priestly calling.
"Gods or no gods, we copped a lucky break."
Sensible Chulib! Ever the pragmatist. “Sounds like we had a close call today,” Ryops gathered.
Chulib gave him a confirming bob of his head. “If that wind change hadn't had blown in, R'bat City would have gone up in smoke. Dokran, weren't you aware of the extent of our peril?"
Feeling shamed, the amphib chieftain mumbled apologetically, “I've been preoccupied.” Lifting his downcast eyes, Ryops trusted Chulib to supply an accurate and thorough appraisal of the situation. “How extensive is the destruction?"
"Pretty widespread. Corakk has taken a nasty battering. At a guess, I'd say half the jungle is scorched earth. The villagers in those grass huts outside the city are left homeless. The Burrowers should cope best, as they're used to living under the ground.
"Food is going to become a problem. Stray embers ignited the plantations. Three quarters of the crops were lost before we extinguished the fires. The remaining plantings suffered smoke damage. While not tasty, they'll be edible, if in short supply.
"We're not out of the woods yet. While the main fire is dying off, there are still the odd flare-ups in need of stamping out. And a lot of our people are sporting minor burns, not to mention coughing their lungs out due to smoke inhalation."
Proving the point that passive smoking is hazardous to one's health.
"This'll be a significant setback to the invasion plans,” Ryops ascertained, unintentionally sounding like his callous Subos.
"Also, the lumber camp got incinerated,” added Chulib. “Nearly all the dugouts are smouldering, worthless ashes. Weeks of hard labour, gone poof."
Robbed of vital provisions and transport, imminent cancellation of the Hundred Spears War was on the cards. Originally unsupportive of Eskaa's deviously contrived crusade, Ryops appreciated its distractive value after putting the full weight of his public image behind it. The amphibs were pulling together as one. Without that offshore conflict to bind them, Piawro unity would fall apart under the strain of caste jealousies. The Landhoppers would depart this life starving, feuding creatures divided by class loyalties that were in the end ultimately meaningless. Scrapping the war was not an option.
"You say half the jungle is left standing?"
"Roughly that, Dokran."
"Rebuild the fleet from what remains. The monsoons may still be far enough away to allow us sufficient time for that. Replant crops in the newly cleared forestland. Cindered timber makes excellent fertiliser. Fresh greens might be harvestable by the time the rainstorms pour down to drown everything. Bring the dispossessed Diggers into the city. We'll make room for them somewhere. R'bat will be home to all amphibs, as originally intended. It's time to water down this limiting class system of ours."
Motivation fired the Dokran's farseeing eyes, his incentive blazing brighter than the wildfires instigating the plans for reconstruction. He gloomily imagined the burnt husks of those fire-frogmen charred by the fiery beast they had battled, blackened bodies macabrely contorted by the convulsions of an excruciated death, mournful companions preparing to shroud the corpses in white-dyed tapa wrappings ready for burial. Ryops pictured a happier image next. The warm, mothering waters of Crater Lake teeming with renewal, multitudes of wriggly tadpoles recently hatched, striving for the future. A great many would die before maturing into froglets, but a greater number would survive to perpetuate the amphibs.
From death springs life.
Ryops startled Chulib when abruptly jumping to his feet. Obviously fired up, the reinvigorated Dokran Teh clenched his stubby fingers into fists that shook with determination as he made this fierce vow. “The Piawro shall arise from the ashes a stronger, more energised entity. And Gods help any handed fish who swim in our way!"


Chapter TenPlans were in motion everywhere. Ryops, Chulib and Eskaa plotted their invasion of the sea. Cerdic and Lasbow schemed to blockade the island. Durgay and Najoli simply strove to survive.
Adrift from Castle Rock on their fourth day of flight, the couple pensively approached the cape marking the windswept extreme of the shielding continent. Legendary as the limit of chronicled Cetari voyaging passed down in songs of lore, the rugged point of curving rock represented more than turning the corner into unexplored adventures, much more than the boundary of charted southern ocean waters ending. This singular finger of land pointed to death itself.
Her adventurousness evaporating like water droplets in the desiccating sun, Najoli lagged behind Durgay, mooing unsurely. “Maybe we should've gone north instead."
Braking, Durgay turned to face his unenthused companion, puzzlement greying his jet-black peepers. For the last day or so goading him forward, Najoli had seemed eager to take the plunge into Tlan Sea. And now she was appreciably reluctant to continue their speedy pace.
He dismissed her wish as silliness. “Impossible. That would've meant passing uncomfortably close to the stronghold of the Landhoppers. Believe me, Lunder Atoll ain't no island resort. I'd rather face what's lurking out there any day."
"The frogs are that bad?"
Not really having discussed the evil menacing Castle Rock, perhaps because Bounty Reef was fading from their immediate concern, Durgay talked candidly about the threat now. “I was captured and tortured by them. They are brutalising, pitiless beasts mistakenly viewing the Cetari as both a threat and food. They ate the princess, didn't you know."
That stomach-churning snippet was purposely withheld from the merfolk masses, and for good reason. Blanching at the thought of winding up someone's fish dinner, Najoli turned whiter than a beluga whale.
"While enduring Landhopper hospitality, I got the impression they're expecting us to start a war,” Durgay concluded. Sadness softened his chiselled features. “King Cerdic's not disappointing them. He's playing right into their unwebbed hands."
"Captain Lasbow will protect the merpeople,” Najoli confidently predicted.
"Las will give his life defending the Rock if need be.” Durgay hoped it would never come to that. “But the entire Seaguard and Fishers combined won't be nearly enough to thwart them. A bonito can't fend off a shoal of slashing radcu. Neither will the mermen keep the Landhoppers at bay."
Not without fabled help Najoli promised herself.
"What'll happen to Grammy Ochar and the rest of my family?” she wondered in a frightened, childlike voice.
Glad her question was rhetorical, Durgay himself did not want to contemplate the inevitable; the frog army overrunning the Cetari bastion, killing all and sundry, then making sushi out of their gutted corpses before raping the defenceless reef. Evacuation might save them, but the Merking would never permit retreat. Pride prevented Cerdic backing away from any contest and that arrogance would see the Cetari sunk with him into oblivion.
Happily returning to his own solvable problem, that of rounding the defiant headland regularly pounded topside by thunderous combers and lashed with shrieking gales while deceptively serene undersea, Durgay prodded Najoli to push on. “Well missy, you wanted freedom. Independence lies just on the other side of that peninsula. All you have to do is make it across the Alley in one piece."
Megashark Alley.
The very name sent shivers of fright up and down the spine of even the staunchest Fisher. This stretch of coastline, unpopulated except for the tens of thousands of fur seals which pupped three nautical miles offshore on islet rockeries, and in doing so drew the great fishes in to feed on the easy takeaways floundering pups made, was claimed as prime hunting grounds by a year round congregation of the monster sharks. Prowling the rocky-bottomed shallows with hungry malevolence, terrorising the local eared pinnipeds with their mere presence, the apex marine predators intimidated all sea creatures. A tylo-croc would have second thoughts tangling with the king of fish. Not even the multitudinous radcu were game enough to encroach upon megashark surf. They were that scary.
The sea was correspondingly deserted. Fish shoals were scarce, not frightened off by sharks but the rapacious seals. Bunched en masse on their overcrowded rockery, unwilling to be the first to dive headfirst into shark-infested waters, eventually the avalanche of seals would cascade into the dangerous seas, impelled by their ravening need to fish. The unluckiest amongst the foragers risked becoming the catch-of-the-day. But not this morning. So far their hunger was not overwhelming enough for any to take the plunge.
Stiff with fear, Najoli made the suggestion, “Can't we just go around it, instead of through?"
"Too far to swim,” refuted Durgay, “not to mention the blues and bulls patrolling deeper water."
"As if we need more shark problems. What about sticking closer to the coast?” That'd be safer."
"Currents are too strong."
Najoli was fresh out of ideas. “I'm sacred,” she whistled vulnerably. Her barely audible admission came at great personal cost. She was irrepressibly spirited, a battler unafraid of taking life by the fins and wresting it into submission, regardless of the penalties.
Her dread stimulating his, Durgay said for his own sake as much as Najoli's, “Look on the bright side. Big as the suckers are, they're the only sharks we have to contend with.” He wisely kept to himself the reason for that was because megasharks ate all the rest.
Before proceeding with care into the channel, Durgay insisted on giving the trembling mergirl a few important pointers gleaned from past explorations and exploits of adventuresome Fishers plucky and lucky enough to make it back to home reef alive, if not always whole, from the cape.
"Practically crawl along the bottom,” he instructed. “Make like a flounder. Your life depends on it. Megasharks routinely hunt by sight, looking up at the surface in order to spot a prey shadow inked against the sky light. While seals are their preferred meal in these parts, they're not above taking any creature they chance upon—fish of all descriptions, the small whales, sea turtles ... and us."
Najoli's already brittle resolve quavered.
"Have a care not to scrape yourself on the bottommost rocks when pulling yourself along,” Durgay cautioned. “All sharks sniff blood in the water from an impossible distance away. Megasharks are no exception. An open wound, be it graze or cut, will frenzy them faster than a gutted grouper."
Najoli gulped down her anxiety and nearly gagged, her stomach awash with butterfly fishes. She blurted out her immediate concern. “What if we meet a megashark face to face?"
"Hope it's already eaten.” Durgay led off, reiterating, “Stay low, move slow."
"Oh goody, a chance to put my Fisher skills into practice,” the mergirl sniped while bringing up the rear, a measure of the familiarly acerbic Najoli resurfacing.
Her sarcasm was on the mark.
Training in the merman ways resulted in bitter disappointment for the aspiring female Fisher, Durgay's teaching methods highly controversial. Thinking he had overcome his inbred sexism, Najoli naively went along with his ideas. The second lesson should have been far more stimulating than sleep; spearfishing was fundamental to mermales, as staple as the water they breathed.
Porpoising at the chance for some hands on fishing experience, she had yesterday eagerly followed her teacher's directions and silently cruised near the surface, Durgay trailing several yards behind and below. Acting as lookout, Najoli began actively pinging her biosonar the moment she crossed the ribbon reef drop-off into bluer water, employing both sight and sound in the search for fish. The latter detected a likely candidate twenty or so yards off to starboard.
Pre-empting her hand signal, Durgay shot past on her right, his rate of knots surpassing that of a speeding motorboat. Astonished by the oldster's upward turn of speed, Najoli hitched a ride in his turbulent wash, struggling to catch up. She remained well astern of him when he darted to port, matching the snap, evasive turn of the alerted fish to guarantee its interception.
Inexperienced proved the prey's downfall. An adolescent male pelagic thresher, whose natural timidity would not kick in until adulthood, foolhardily homed in on the disturbance caused by Najoli's swimming action, a slave to the vibration sensitivity of his lateral line canals—a fishy form of early warning radar.
Curiosity killed the catfish.
Too late the juvenile shark realised his mistake. At twice his size the Cetari was not suitable fish food and more likely to be the eater than the eatee. His instinctive veering off was also a grave error, presenting Durgay with the biggest available target, the hunter becoming the hunted as he turned broadside. The Seaguard Fisher rammed the triangular heads of his trident just behind the retreating shark's gill slits, and braced himself.
Exploding into action, panicked by pain, the impaled fish fought with all the might he could muster for his stolen life, bucking and writhing on the end of the spearshaft like a devilfish possessed. Smallness counted for much in the shark world. Surprisingly powerful, even a modest three footer was a handful for the muscular merman.
Grappling to maintain a grip on his whalebone haft, bending horrendously under the strain, Durgay sensibly kept the scrappy shark at arm's length. Thrashing threshers (what a mouthful!) deserved their reputation for being notoriously dangerous to subdue. Their cutlass-like upper tail lobe, fully half their body length, scythed through the water with the finality of a falling guillotine blade, an eleven footer actually responsible for a verified decapitation. Durgay was intent on remaining level-headed.
The tussle between food and feeder, a role reversal completely flummoxing the shark, was ferociously short. Tiring quickly, his struggles reduced to feeble twitches, the thresher literally had the fight wrangled out of him by the tenacious merman. His own protesting muscles close to bursting from the effort, Durgay hauled the fagged fish in hand over hand along the wobbling shaft until the snub-nosed head was within reach, mindful to keep fingers and fins well away from the shark's business end.
Grateful now for Najoli's ill-timed detour that delayed their getaway from Bounty Reef—she had backtracked inexplicably to the Rock, making her unwitting accomplice wait long, tense minutes while craftily commandeering essentials for their exile—Durgay frantically waved her over. Holding open the neck of the shoplifted holdall, unslung from her shoulder, as the old Fisher rummaged through the misappropriated tackle with his free hand, she watched him gingerly lift out the gleaming shark-tooth knife, careful not to slice the woven seagrass bag. The irony of Durgay's next act was plain enough, killing the weakened thresher by expertly cutting into the charcoal skin behind the head and severing its spinal cord. Arching his back, the dying shark momentarily shuddered before assuming the flaccidness of death.
Durgay worked fast. He had to. A fresh kill, whether in the open ocean or out on a treeless savannah, promptly attracted all manner of scavengers and the larger predators individually aiming to steal a share of another's efforts. Lacking the numbers to chase off freeloaders, he bled his catch with practised quickness, sawing off the head and belly flaps. Sharks enjoyed the last laugh in death by reflexively excreting a urine-based body fluid throughout their dead flesh that in due course fouled the meat with a repellent ammonia taste. Bloodletting removed the polluting urea.
Slitting the carcass open on either side by making cuts from the spinal cord notch down along the flanks to end behind the pelvic fins, he gutted the fish, the scooped out internal organs mixing higgledy-piggledy outside the billowy redness. Deftly butchering the flesh into transportable chunks, Durgay abandoned the remains to the current after bagging the tastier tail cuts last.
Praised for her performance while they swam hell for shark leather away from the makeshift processing site, now being invaded by fishy “vultures and jackals", in this case the resident lionfish and migratory tarpon, Najoli smiled back. “Lookout is an easy job,” she boastfully said.
Durgay's chuckle was not so complimentary. “I wasn't referring to that. You acted perfectly as bait."
This time around, Najoli had not the slightest intention of tempting any fish with her delectability ... especially not a monstrous shark!
Probing ahead with his sonar, followed up by a needless glance, Durgay eased along the bottom, finding handholds amongst the stone outcroppings to pull himself forward, slithering just above the rocks like a sideward undulating sea snake. Sea conditions made him nervous, heightening his caution. An overnight blow had churned up the seabed, clouding the water with lingering sediment, visibility falling away to less than ten feet. His illuminating clicks travelled less than a quarter along the length of the channel, the swirling particles of sand and broken-off coral fragments blinding him acoustically to the remaining distance.
Najoli's jitters worsened the further they penetrated the Alley, her jerky movements betraying her escalating dread. Anxious to calm her down, Durgay risked a shark overhearing them conversing as he sought to distract her with chitchat; sharks heard almost as well as they smelled. “You never did let on who the personality was you ticked off to get yourself jailed."
"Now's not the time to dredge up my indiscretions."
"Was it Lasbow?"
"Shouldn't you be concentrating on navigating the Alley? I'd hate to bump into a megashark by accident."
"Must've been Las,” decided Durgay. “He's always fancied himself as popular with the merladies. Obviously doesn't take a rebuff terribly well. Throwing you in the grotto is overreacting though."
"It wasn't the captain,” Najoli flatly refuted, working her way up and around a spindle of algae-smothered rock blocking her route, the water shallowing to eighteen feet. “If you must know, it was Cerdic."
Dumbfounded, Durgay stated the obvious. “But the Merking's married ... to Queen Minoh!"
"That doesn't prevent him trying to sample other fish,” was Najoli's resentful analogy. “Only, I took myself off the menu and he took exception to it. The rest you're aware of."
There was slightly more to Najoli's story than merely that. Buoyed up by the minor victory over the Landhoppers he had, by proxy, led his mermen in, the over-stimulated king needed an outlet for his excess of adrenalin, and for Cerdic that meant vigorous lovemaking. Minoh was a cold fish however, never showing any inclination for sex after the obligatory wedding night consummation. That was a onetime only deal. Theirs was a marriage of political convenience, Cerdic gaining the throne by popular consensus, Minoh keeping her station and prestige. Thereafter, she steadfastly refused her new husband's ardent advances. It was almost as if Cerdic's brother, the preceding Merking, had sexed Minoh out.
Galled by Minoh's out of the blue chastity, Cerdic's frustration was exacerbated by his beguiling wife's shameful behaviour in public. Flirting with every Seaguardian assigned to the royal protection detail, she maddeningly espoused the essence of prudishness in private. Seeking his sexual gratification elsewhere, Cerdic rationalised his disgusting abusiveness away by absurdly thinking, If I can't have the mother, her daughters will do. In his warped perception that transferral worked fabulously, set to continue with the younger princess now the eldest was beyond his groping reach.
The Captain of the Seaguard put paid to that incestuous lust. Under the guise of beefing up the Rock's security to protect against Landhopper infiltrators, Lasbow placed guards with the royal merwomen around the clock. Prevented from being alone with Ahlegra, the Merking's desirous eye fell upon the mermaid nearest to hand, which happened that day to be a discouraging Najoli. Rejecting his unwanted amorousness landed her in the dogfish-house, though it pained Lasbow to make the arrest.
"A punishment of one, two nights at the most in jail,” Durgay guesstimated. “A mergirl such as you could've done that stint floating on your head."
"Normally, except the method of dissuasion I used against lover-boy was a bit severe.” Prompting her with a curious stare, an amused grin split Durgay's face when Najoli revealed, “I whacked him in the private parts with an uprooted sea anemone."
Durgay laughed aloud.
"It was the closest thing to a weapon I could lay my hands on,” she retorted petulantly, rather proud of her improvisation.
"You certainly don't do things by halves, girlie."
"Neither does Cerdic. Captain Lasbow confided in me that kingy had it in his head to banish me for my crime. So you see, leaving the reef was never going to be an issue. I was soon to be expelled anyway."
Durgay marvelled at her calm acceptance.
Najoli leered wickedly. “I can take satisfaction that our beloved Merking won't be able to spear any lovelies anytime soon. Strange how multiple stings deadens one's sex drive."
"Shush!” Durgay silenced her. A ponderously moving bulk crept into the farthest range of his sound-sight, the returning echoes defining a creature of around thirty feet in length; easily big enough to be one of the resident megasharks. Gripping her arm, Durgay pulled Najoli to a halt, feeling his own tautness stiffen her body, and waited fearfully.
The minutes ticked by agonisingly slow. The disquieting sonar blip approached at an unhurried two knots, protracting Cetari anxiety, giving Durgay ample time to consider options. Avoidance was out of the question. Half as wide as it was long, the channel afforded no protection or hiding places whatsoever, leaving the Fisher one harrowing choice. Confrontation.
It's an ill current that flows no good he sourly thought. Story of my life: whatever can go wrong, does go wrong.
Motioning for Najoli to take refuge behind him, Durgay resisted the upwelling of terror threatening to paralyse his courage, as it had in the Landhopper lagoon when he failed to lift a finger to defend Princess Lorea. Nupterus was testing him anew, giving him the second chance to get it right. Planting the butt of his trident in the bolstering rock, Durgay faced down his fears, adamant that this trembly mergirl dependent on him was going to come through their trial unharmed.
His relief was indescribable when an outsized sea cow hove into view, sluggishly churning a path through the opaque seawater about six feet above them. Content to let the lumbering hulk pass by unmolested, Durgay jumped when Najoli started hailing the plodding beast. “Fool of a mergirl! Leave the animal be,” he snapped, turning briskly to spear her with his censuring gaze as the leviathan cruised overhead unheedingly. “Worry about staying clear of shark chompers, not getting pally with that dumb brute."
"Grams used to say that all higher sea creatures possess the ability to communicate.” Najoli poked a finger challengingly into Durgay's chest. “You just have to make the effort to talk with them.” She called up to the sea cow convivially again and the colossus heard, rolling on its nearer side to better glimpse what manner of ocean denizen was flagging it down. Short-sighted and hard of hearing, the goliath tipped nose-down inquisitively and pleasantries were exchanged.
"Greetings tovarysh,” it conveyed with a marked, heavily accented lisp. The language of the sea, despite being universal, was inflected with regional dialects.
Durgay had overestimated the size of the sirenian by about five feet, though with a tonnage of 12,000 lbs length became inconsequential. Gazing up at a broad, neckless head stretched into a blunt and deeply cleft bristly snout which sulked over its lower lip, Najoli sought out the piggish, beady eyes enfolded by rolls of blackish skin textured like petrified bark. Intelligence, albeit rudimentary, sparked rewardingly in those umber pits.
"You are ryba choloviky, fish-men, yes?” the siren postulated, forwardly nuzzling Najoli's upturned face. She recoiled from the contact exhibiting surprise more than disgust, tickled by the caressing bristles. Easily the most sensitive part of sirenia anatomy, the hairy snout, split in two parts, was ideal for communicating in their peculiarly touchy-feely way.
"And you're a sea cow,” she exclaimed back, never having seen one firsthand but knowledgeable thanks to Cetari teachings.
"Sea bull,” the titanic sirenian disputed, patting his elephantine belly with a flattened, paddle-like forearm of fused finger bones, the four dished nails more in the nature of hoofs. “Gavinellar is me."
"I'm Najoli, and this here's Durgay."
Gavinellar appraised the Cetari individually with his ridiculously puny eyes. “Names fit you,” he pronounced, as if a forename, and not your actions, defined the person you were.
Najoli smiled at the compliment. “Where're you headed, Gavinellar?"
"Obviously north, dummy,” Durgay muttered exasperatedly. This was neither a good time nor place for shooting the current with an itinerant foreigner.
"Na pivnich, northward, yes,” the travelling sea cow affirmed, “to summer in kelp-rich Polyarnyy Okean."
Concerned, Najoli asked, “All by yourself?"
Gavinellar's amused rumble sounded like a far off seaquake. “No, little korova. My chereda, herd, swims, er...” Having trouble finding the right words in global Seaspeak, he swivelled and pointed with his left flipper.
"Further out in the channel? By the islets? Behind you?"
Gavinellar gesticulating vehemently with his outstretched flipper rebutted the mergirl's guesses.
His patience thinning, Durgay clicked growlingly, “We haven't time to play charades, girlie."
"East!” she construed with a satisfied smile. “Your herd is swimming up the coast in the seas on the other side of the mainland."
"Yes. Thkhid Okean. Gavinellar wrong turn make. Go this way. Meet tovarysh, comrades, in middle."
"Ask him something useful, Najoli. Did he come across any megasharks in the approaches to the alley?"
Gavinellar became twitchy, his facial bristles tremulous. “Velykyy Akula. Bad fish ... very bad. No see is good."
"Let's keep it that way. Come on, Najoli. I'm sure blubberguts here is anxious to be resuming his trek too."
"Durgay hrubyy!"
The Fisher glanced suspiciously at his travel companion. “That's good, right?"
Her shrug was unhelpful. “Gavinellar. You and your comrades must know the northern currents well."
"Pivnichnyy potochnyy? Gavinellar swim them blind."
"With those eyes, its no wonder,” Durgay wisecracked, stressing his rudeness.
Abruptly righting himself, the sea cow apologised, “Meni shkoda. Gavinellar need povitria,” before pushing his head above the surface to breathe, the used air staling his lungs telling him that his ten minutes of submergence was up. A trail of gaseous bubbles accompanied the surfacing behemoth. The strictly vegetarian sirenia diet produced a particularly offensive side effect in the form of excessive flatulence, caused by the protracted absorption of nutrients in a lengthy digestive tract. Passing wind, or in their case bubbles, was as second nature to the sea cows as grazing the seaweed beds.
"Damn air gulpers,” Durgay whistled grumblingly. About to warn Najoli off from ascending alongside the sirenian, the annoyed merman was pitched sideways by a gushing pressure wave erupting from below. Glimpsing the slate-brown and white countershading of an enormous bulk rocketing upwards as he rolled away, Najoli tumbling uncontrollably on the other side of the wedge hurtling between them, masked from Durgay's sight, his brain realised the danger even before his eyes registered the attacking megashark.
Skimming the bottom undetected, the stalking predator launched its surprise attack on the vulnerable, air-hungry sea cow, streaking vertically like a submarine launched ballistic missile. Twenty tonnes of supersized shark slammed into Gavinellar at over thirty knots, the greatest fish of all time hurling its forty-foot body fifteen feet out of the water skywards, the stunned sea cow clamped in its merciless jaws. Horrified by the brutal suddenness of the strike, the shocked Cetari cringed as the megashark splashed back into the sea with a frightening THWOOSH, releasing its squealing victim. Nearly bitten clean in half by the shark's savagery, Gavinellar wallowed on the surface in a funeral shroud of liquid crimson, gallons of blood pumping out of his rent flesh into the roiled sea, the lapping waves stained a deathly red.
His attacker circled condor-like a discreet distance away, pectoral fins slanted rigidly in a fixed downstroke, all the while waiting for the mortally haemorrhaging sirenian to bleed out before moving in to feed proper. For all their unrivalled awesomeness and ferocity, megasharks exercised astonishing prudence when hunting sea mammals. A thrashing, biting seal could inflict an appalling degree of damage upon the shark's hypersensitive snout. Their hunting strategy was accordingly unfussy. Strike hard and fast unseen from below, bite a two hundred pound chunk of invitingly warm meatiness out of the prey, then safely back off a ways while the victim bled to death or drowned, whichever mode of expiration claimed it first.
For poor Gavinellar that was exsanguination. In a matter of just a few seconds the ill-fated sea cow fatally drained of blood, his blubbery carcass shark tucker. Suspended in distress beneath that enlarging claret-coloured spillage, at the centre of which the ruptured sirenian lolled lifelessly, Najoli's shocked mind wondered if the simpler ocean inhabitants subscribed to any form of religious belief. Hardly spiritual herself, it did not prevent the saddened mergirl commending Gavinellar's essence to Nupterus, hoping the Sea God in all His omnipotence guided to the hereafter those the Cetari arrogantly deemed soulless.
Durgay was not having the same thought, escape foremost in his mind now that he stopped spinning. Of late he had spent of lot of his time in flight; fleeing from the Landhopper lagoon with its pet croc, absconding from Cetari justice with equal haste. Why should his exile be any different? The crucial events in his life usually turned out badly anyway.
Bloody merwomen!
Aside from Ochar, they were the bane of his life. That stigma extended even to megasharks, as invariably the bigger specimens were female. The she-fish in question returned to her kill and began making a meal of Gavinellar, shaking the corpse furiously like a dogfish worrying a ratfish, serrated teeth shearing through blubber and bone with equal efficiency. Now was a good time to leave while the killer shark was occupied stuffing her gullet.
Yanking Najoli by the hand, Durgay set an underwater merfolk speed record for the hundred fathom dash, completing their passage through Megashark Alley unstopped by further shark activity. Ahead lay the scarily open ocean, the craggy bottom of the channel falling away into the blackening blue of near bottomless water. The next question was, where to go? Once the shark finished devouring her unlucky prey, she might well investigate the paltry Cetari couple and Durgay held no illusions of them outrunning a trailing, tireless, titanic fish.
A smaller megashark emerging sinisterly out of the murky water in the near distance, cruising unenergetically at a depth of fifteen feet, took that decision out his webbed hands. Small was a misleadingly relative term. The sixteen-footer juvenile, in all probability a shadowy male, was big enough to pose a serious threat.
Before Durgay could take evasive action the shark literally bumped into him, the conical snout nudging against his midriff. Debilitated by numbing terror, the frozen merman's trident felt painfully deficient in his hands, dropping uselessly to his side. He might as well be wielding a fork against an extinct sperm whale. Najoli twinned his immobility, anchored to the spot by her own qualms, shrinking behind Durgay as if his fright would shield her from harm.
The prodding megashark backed up then drifted terrifyingly slowly by, eyeballing the merman with an impossibly black, unfriendly orb the size of Durgay's fist, its sandpaper skin grazing his shoulder. Mouth agape in a three-foot wide charmless smile, the giant fish seemed to be intentionally baiting the Fisher, its huge body blithely slipping past making a tempting target. Time stretched out improbably long before the nearly symmetrical crescent tail swept languidly by, slapping Durgay in the face as a parting slur.
That slap galvanised him out of his torpor. Practically pulling her arm out of its socket, Durgay towed Najoli forwards, no clear destination in his mind other than putting as much ocean between themselves and finned death.
Comprehensively versed in fish behaviour, he rightly fathomed the exploratory collision was only the precursor to the main event. Lacking hands, sharks investigated unfamiliar objects with their mouth. Such nosiness entailed the obligatory bump, followed by the shark entering a holding pattern, evaluating the item's prey potential, before the explosive charge which ended in a bite to test the edibility waters; a “nibble” that usually crippled the unfortunate—terminally.
Backstroking crazily with her free arm, Najoli tugged the protesting merman to a standstill. “What're you doing?” he demanded from her, gills pumping furiously from exertion and distress.
"We can't possibly outdistance that megamouth, Durgay."
His reactionary eyes glanced downwards, optimistic that the Deep might offer sanctuary, his dread of razor teeth sawing through his body greater than the trepidations the crushing blackness held.
"Neither can we out-dive the monster,” regretted Najoli.
She was right again. Megasharks habitually dove to the two thousand foot mark preying upon deepwater quarry, frequently descending up to three times that depth, a nightmarish phantom materialising soundlessly from out of the saturating dark to viciously strike terror into the light-shunning fish and squid. There simply was no escaping the gargantuan, snappy fish-finder.
Vowing, ‘I'm not going down without a fight!” Durgay hoped to dredge up the mettle to reinforce his bravado. Najoli gently squeezing his hand reminded him how that was folly. “We can't outfight the damn thing either,” he muttered, frustration embittering his clicks.
"Do you fear death or dying?"
The mergirl's challenge scuttled him. “I am not afraid to die. I was on death row,” he blustered. “I'm just not keen on doing it in the jaws of an overgrown snapper. You're the one who convinced me of the value of fighting for life. Are you just going to throw in the seaweed wrap?"
Scared witless by the sea cow's demise at the teeth of the horror soon to be visiting them, Najoli whistled meekly. “What else can we do but give up?"
"Try,” Durgay stated, refusing to concede defeat. Gulping in a swallow of fortifying seawater, he plunged toward the petrifying Deep, dragging Najoli with him to whatever fate hid below.


Chapter ElevenThey sank like stones. Gritting together his interlocking teeth, Durgay led Najoli by the hand, frequently glancing back over his shoulder during their fearful plunge down a sheer wall of unbroken oceanic bedrock, looking out for a pursuing megashark. Worried more by the lack of any sign whatsoever of the voracious fish than seeing striving jaws opened in a yawning, four foot high gape bearing down on them, he beat his flukes more rapidly, hastening their descent. The water blued from aquamarine to cobalt to sapphire, the cooling changes in hue heightening, or more appropriately deepening, the Fisher's fear of depths.
Sensing the building pressure, which had nothing to do with the increasing deepness, Najoli was experiencing difficulty dealing with her own inborn dread as they passed the 300 foot threshold, the monochrome ocean palette darkening to the purplish blue of indigo. Frigid saltiness aside, all manner of monsters purportedly lurked in the sunless abyss. Bus-sized giant squid or kraken, armed with tentacles thicker than a merman and grouped around a powerhouse beak said to crush the toughest rock with the same ease a triggerfish nibbled coral, paled in comparison when measured against the colossal octopus of twice that unexaggerated length. Their inconceivable existence recounted by badly shaken whalebone retrievers, many scared witless by mind-blowing sonar glimpses of these beastly enormities, it cheered Najoli somewhat to consider that megasharks were themselves demoted to the lower end of the food chain at the bottom of the ocean. But while plumbing the depths of the frightening Abyssal Zone was not on the cards, the thought of even skimming the roof of the leviathans” domain gave the mergirl the willies.
Durgay was losing the battle repressing his own heebie-jeebies even faster. Pulse racing, hands palpitating, mind conjuring up day (not night) mares, his resolve battered by doubts, the terror of it all flooded the assailed Fisher, washing the last vestige of courage from him. He baulked and pulled up hard astern, abruptly stalling their descent.
His hesitation spared them both.
The lunging megashark swept underneath the halted Cetari, sail-like triangular fin slicing the black water inches from Najoli's ovular tail as the momentum of its ruined attack propelled the thwarted fish back into the cloaking darkness it had stormed from.
Pragmatism balanced out panic for Durgay, the immediate danger backlogging his phobia. “He'll be swinging back around right after,” he forewarned, even so barely managing to keep the hysteria from his voice. The attacker may have been the inquisitive male or another fish entirely. In the long run it hardly mattered whichever megashark was having a go at them.
In a supreme gesture of sacrifice he courageously volunteered to hold off their finned assailant, giving Najoli a chance to escape. When she told him his gesture was absurd, Durgay's rejoinder carried an injured note. “I thought I was being noble."
"More like suicidal."
"Better that one of us makes it, than we both perish.” He winced when Najoli meanly jerked his arm.
"We started in on this adventure as equal partners, old merman,” she reminded him, a faintly bluish shape against the deeper purple. “We'll see it through to the end, together."
"That'll come with his next pass,” Durgay solemnly predicted, all expectation leached out of him by the chronic hopelessness of their predicament. If only there was a sea cave handy.
Najoli suddenly grew animated, exclaiming, “There's something further down! I can just see it glinting in the blackness."
"Probably another damn megashark,” Durgay glumly whistled, presumptuously dismissing her find as more bad news without even bothering to look.
She tugged his arm again, more hurtfully than before. “Don't be such a gloomy guts. Where there's light, there is hope. It's worth investigating."
Taking a gander this time, he indeed saw a sliver of white gleaming boldly in the purple-black deepness below, its true distance unfathomable due to the poor light. Durgay trained his acoustical sight on the mystery object, compiling from the echoes bouncing back the fuzzy sonar picture of a sizable and hollow something perched precariously on a narrow shelf of rock sticking out from the cliff wall. The time delay between sending and receiving his ranging clicks indicated Najoli's curio lay a further sixty feet down.
"Let's check it out before the megamouth tries another dive by,” she urged, her tone one of desperation. “It was your idea to take the plunge. Don't pike out now."
"I can't. I'm afraid.” His bathophobia seemed unconquerable.
Shifting her grip to his wrist, Najoli reasoned, “What's scarier; the deep sea or that big shark?"
"How about that big shark in the deep sea."
Wasting no more time, Najoli insisted, “Dive or die!” anger over his resistance curbing her reluctance as she forcibly restarted their descent, hauling the heavier mermale along for the dive. Orienting on her objective, she bossed Durgay to keep an ear out for the circling shark.
Like the cautionary beam cast by a sturdy lighthouse puncturing a stormy night, the unblinking whiteness beckoned the Cetari closer. That magnetism emanated from an object as foreign to the merfolk as walking on dry land. Shaped superficially like a manta ray, though startlingly bigger with a halved wingspan approaching 140 feet, its brightness stemmed from the blemished ivory skin, sloughing in patches revealing snatches of a bizarrely silvered skeleton beneath.
Astounded, Najoli gasped for saltwater. “What manner of carcass is that? Is it sea monster?"
Durgay said nothing, needing to check his rapid breathing. Completely alien to him, the dazed Seaguard instructor could only liken the bizarre remains to the coral encrusted shipwrecks roving Fishers periodically discovered junking the seabed. Roughly comparable to Landhopper outrigger canoes, those rusting steel hulks, home to colonising polyps and molluscs, were as gigantic as they were enigmatic and frequently raised the question pertinent to the unknown shipbuilders: just how many paddlers did it require to propel such a titanic boat over the wave tops?
But this find went beyond his comprehension. Smaller than those wrecks, larger than the biggest fish, oddly biologically configured, it smacked loudly of otherworldliness.
The Cetari had no way of knowing what they were viewing with wide-eyed incredulity was a leftover from a past age. Just what mishap had caused the stricken airliner to make a pancake landing in the sea of the tropics those myriad centuries ago would forever remain an unsolvable mystery. Whatever the reason for the Blended-Wing-Body passenger plane gliding powerless out of the designated airways to skip across the oceanic whitecaps before turning turtle and going under rested in peace with the two gallant flight crew and six hundred odd terrified holidaymakers who went to an unmarked watery grave. Their bones, long since scavenged clean, later muddled by shifting currents into disconnected skeletal jigsaws, offered up no clues as to what race of people plied the skyways aboard a higher degree of the technological sophistication evidenced by the catamaran freighters wretchedly dotting the seafloor.
They were descending more slowly, more cautiously, now fifty feet above and slightly astern of the downed aircraft. Falsely clinging to her first impression that the wreckage was the husk of an unidentifiable behemoth, Najoli felt revolted when Durgay suggested they take refuge in the beast's innards. “Hiding out in that thing's gut or getting consumed by a fish with an overbite. Either way I'm winding up in the belly of a monster,” she lamented.
"Who's the piker now?” taunted the old Fisher, taking back the lead as fascination replaced fear, survivalism outweighed repulsion. Scanning their find more thoroughly, his biosonar confirmed that its “insides” were largely hollowed out, the immense gut practically devoid of obstructions.
Dwarfed by the immensity of the contraption, the awed Cetari glided purposefully in for a closer inspection, Durgay searching for an access point into the shell wide enough to accommodate his mermale bulk, yet small enough to deny the following megashark entry.
For its age, the plane wreck boasted a remarkable state of preservation, the damage sustained during its emergency splashdown notwithstanding. The starboard wing had sheered off when the airliner flipped over, cementing the doom of everyone onboard as seawater gushed through the rent in the sundered wing root metal, drowning all hope of escape. Firmly belted into their fabric seats, the hard wearing cloth long since mouldered into waterborne dust particles along with the corpses they cushioned, the trapped occupants suffocated secure in the knowledge that airline safety stayed paramount.
That catastrophic wing loss had a secondary impact on the crashed plane. Swiftly dipping beneath the bubbling ocean, spiralling lazily downwards with deathly grace, the wreckage righted itself and made touchdown belly up on the ledge fated to be its final resting place. If the right hand wing had not tore off in the smash the starboard winglet would have scraped against the rock face, shunting the steadily sinking aircraft into the abyss, missing the shelf completely to descend unimpeded until the structural tolerance of the fuselage, stressed to withstand high velocity winds and subsonic g forces, would have compressed like folded up tinfoil on reaching crush depth. As it was the remains settled gently on the sill, undisturbed by the passing years. That is until two runaway merfolk intruded on the ancient crash site.
Bafflingly putting the nagging shark threat on the backburner, Durgay loitered over the aft fuselage, his curiosity taken by the oddball tail appendage he construed gave the craft its means of propulsion. The only engine out of the three powerplants not to disintegrate when the plane somersaulted disastrously onto its back, the centreline truck-sized propfan sat skewiff atop its listing vertical pylon overhanging the trailing edge, twisted almost to breaking point by the force of smashing into the concrete-hard sea. Outwardly a mechanically backward blend of turbofan and turboprop, the unducted fan with its multiple contra-rotating blades was, in its heyday, an economical, if noisier, advancement over the dominating jets. Installed in a pusher, as opposed to the typical tractor, configuration, the doubled-bladed props, many bent at awkward angles from the collision between metal and marine, spanned twice the length of the enthralled Fisher, aeronautically parodying a ship's screws. Propellers functioned equally well in and out of water.
Overanxiously glancing about, Najoli quipped, “Queer looking tail."
Durgay took the subtle hint and instantly lost interest. Releasing her hand he moved off, the nervous mergirl copying him skimming above the central body contoured like a flattened bubble, looking for a way in. Finding no openings along the port side of the windowless, double-decked fuselage, the Fisher's disappointment greatened after he made for the gash at the starboard wing root, seeking entry there. Backed up against the precipice, the otherwise undistinguished crag sheering away upwards with vertiginous flatness, he investigated first with his echolocation, followed by an outstretched hand. While the ragged, elongated tear appeared deep enough to admit their tailed forms when scanned from above, the hopeful entrance was as unreachable as the sky; Durgay could scarcely fit his arm into the space between the immovable edifice and the curve of the airplane's hull that was so promisingly fractured. Peeved, he refused to give up.
Floating toward the battered nose section, Durgay got pulled off course by an indiscernible eddy cutting the watery dark, the invisible tendrils of the diverting flow dragging him haphazardly across the expansive wing area opposite. Through the dim violet haze the decrepitude of the slowly corroding wing could be made out. The peeling skin turned out to be just that. The aluminium casing panels, alloyed with copper to produce a tensile strength better than the mildest grade of steel before coated with durable, creamy nanopaint, was progressively rusting and lifting off in great flakes like metallic dandruff that dirtied the black water. The underlying framework of aluminium-titanium alloy spars and ribs, exposed by the flaking sheets, shimmered dully silver tarnished with spots of contaminating orange-red. Even the hardiest metals eventually oxidised after prolonged immersion in saltwater.
Thrashing free of the unseen current, Durgay worked his way along the broad leading edge of the dilapidating wing, glossing over an unopened emergency exit, intent on reaching the windowed cockpit. Further on, he was brought to a standstill outside the black space where the innermost of the three cabin doors had once sealed off the pressurised interior. Sensing rather than seeing the welcome opening, he called urgently to Najoli. She responded directly, zeroing in on his whistles, avoiding getting sidetracked by the fortuitous current.
"Merladies first,” Durgay said, shoving Najoli through the rectangle of intangible inkiness before she could curse his good manners. He promptly ducked inside afterwards, confident the megashark would not be able to negotiate the six by six foot aperture.
They found themselves in weightless pitch black. Combining their biosonar imaging skills, the paired Cetari quickly built up a three-dimensional map of their alien surrounds. Having entered a wide promenade that faithfully followed the curvature of the leading edge of the vast unbroken wing, an extraordinarily spacious cabin opened before them, bisected by a broad, central aisle utilised as a workspace by the bustling flight attendants who operated from the galleys located in the rearmost section of the fuselage ahead of the requisite toilets. Two partitioning walls divided rows of two and three abreast seats, the identicalness of the seating a nonconformity troubling to a people used to the asymmetry of nature. Moulded from the same thermoplastic resins and polymer laminates lining the contoured ceiling and sidewall panels, plus the clamshell luggage compartments overhead, the rigidly constructed chairs, impervious to rust, outlasted their degradable coverings and sitters.
Whistling in alarm, Najoli shrilled, “There's something alive moving in here!” alerted by a discernible scuffling rising from the floor.
Bringing his trident to bear, Durgay manoeuvred in front of the sharp-eared mergirl, his already taut nerves stretched to breaking point. Any further surprises today were most unwelcome. Honing in on the faint scrabbling sounds, he glided over the regimented seats like a scouring sea eagle. The disquieting noises emanated from the legroom spaces fronting the ergonomic sculptures of industrial strength plastic. Grabbing the stiff backbone of a denuded headrest to halt his drift, the tensed Fisher stabbed downwards, and snagged on his barbed spearheads a two-foot long shape wriggling angrily.
Najoli's relief matched his when he pronounced, “It's only a lobster. Correction ... lobsters."
A living floor of clawless spiny lobsters carpeted the cabin from wall to wall, the restless scratchings of the deepwater crustaceans magnified by the naked metal floor panels having long since shed their original wool pile.
Durgay brightened. “At least we won't starve.” How could a merman be aware of the ghastly reputation tarnishing airline food!
A blunt thud instantly gloomed him again. The Cetari did not need clairvoyance to know that the shadowing megashark, detecting the hideout of its prey, had come knocking. Precisely where the dogged hunter was trying to batter its way in was impossible to pinpoint, the rippling blackness confusing their senses. Suspenseful minutes dragged by before the water shuddered again from fish slamming against fuselage.
Durgay moved decisively. With only one way in and one way out, their haven turned prison, the walls in danger of being breached. He could not have possibly known that the ramming megashark, for all its instinctive determination channelling the brute strength behind a primitive feeding impulse unchanged over 400 million of years of evolution, realistically stood no chance of biting through the upper fuselage plating; a fibreglass-reinforced aluminium composite formulated specifically to resist buckling, thereby improving the odds of making plane crashes survivable disasters. Pity it had not been leak proof as well. He reacted with his gut and retreated deeper into the roomy cabin, its dimensions exuding a comforting cave-like quality. Funnily enough, the Cetari sightseer cowered smack dab in the middle of tourist class.
Panicked, Najoli fled back along the arcing promenade away from the riskily exposed passenger doorway. Cursing, Durgay abandoned his safer concealment and bolted after her, giving the entrance a wide berth. He caught her up at the bottom of the staircase leading to the upper deck housing first class.
"This wasn't a living beast,” she surmised with a frightened intake of water. For her, the cavernous belly projected a distinctly artificial feel to its watertight uniformity. Durgay's muteness authenticated her guesswork. “What is it then?"
"Sanctuary, for the moment.” Wrenching the impaled lobster off his trident and flicking the carcass aside, he coaxed her up the stairs away from the intermittent thudding plaguing the lower deck. “Let's continue exploring."
First class, once showcasing the swanky opulence afforded by the wealthy, lounged stripped of all elegance, as austere as the economy seats below. When disaster struck, money and riches counted for nothing, the affluent and underprivileged made equal by the impartial touch of Death. Furniture was no different, reduced to a fundamental core, in this case bare plastic bones.
With comfortably spaced seating for twenty-eight of the elitist minority, Durgay and Najoli found ample room to stretch out their tailed bodies in the uppermost story of the oval fuselage. Positioned dead ahead, the mausoleum flight deck, the steel antiterrorist door locking off the pilots” tomb long since rusted away, provided no glimpse into archaic machineries, the digital flight computers and corresponding CRT displays for the electronic instrumentation despoiled into shapeless junk by the corrosive seawater.
What did catch the Fisher's curious eye were the unbroken cockpit windows displaying a faceted, purpled sea vista without. The transparent panes of triple acrylic glazing, suitably toughened but brittle and scratchable still, came through the rough and tumble crash with not a one shattering, though all crazed with hairline cracks. They were the only windows to be found on the entire plane. Aircraft designers controversially deleted fuselage windows as a cost and weight saving measure that served also to enhance structural rigidity, a move generating instant disfavour with a travelling public used to seeing scenery. Manufacturers appeased disgruntled fare-paying passengers by screening outside views on the uncluttered cabin walls from externally mounted cameras, the added expense of “windowseat projections” accepted in higher ticket prices.
He felt Najoli at his side, her smaller, curvier body trembling. “Sharks terrify me,” she admitted again, the repetitive thumping reinforcing her qualms.
Awkwardly placing a comforting arm about her quaking shoulders, Durgay said, “I'm not overly fond of merman-eating fish myself. But you've got to admire them."
"What's admirable about murderous fish with teeth the size of my hand!"
"Their purity.” Durgay's idolising smile was lost in the violet-blackened water. An underground, or rather underwater, religious sect devoted to undiluted shark adulation existed amongst the hardcore Fishers, despite the Merking's best efforts to stamp out the sacrilegious rival faith. But the former instructor was no cultist. Fundamentally agreeing with the essence of their worship revering the minimalist streamlining of the predacious fishes aesthetically proportioned bodies, matched only by their unremitting hunger, a chronic drive for food unencumbered by emotion or morals, his spiritual heart belonged to the tried and trusted Sea God shepherding the Cetari. “There's a perfection to them that can only have been shaped by Nupterus Himself."
"Durgs, you can be amazingly deep sometimes."
"I'm a lot deeper than I'd like to be,” he grumped, unhappy at the chillier, blacker water around them.
The distant banging, muffled by the sound dampening effects of fibreglass skinning and cooler seawater, persisted. Najoli shuddered. “Are we going to survive this?"
"Megajaws is bound to grow bored and give up."
"I'm talking about later. What kind of life will we lead out in the open ocean chased by big fishes, while ourselves chasing littler fish?"
"It's better than the alternative; dying or enslavement on Bounty Reef."
"Castle Rock shouldn't have to fall to Landhopper aggression."
For the first time ever in his adult life, Durgay, of his own accord, rebelled. “They condemned us. Their fate is no longer our concern."
"You've changed your whistle!"
"Maybe I've finally learnt to be selfish."
Najoli cuddled him impulsively and mumbled into his chest, “The Cetari needn't die."
Unbalanced by the wanton hug, he paid no heed to her muttering, preoccupied with her arousing closeness. Wondering if their companionship was progressing beyond platonic, Najoli furthered Durgay's confusion by pressing her quivering lips lingeringly against his. “I'm not sure this is appropriate...” he murmured.
"Shut up and kiss me back,” she encouraged him.
"I'm a virgin,” he grudgingly publicised.
"Lucky for you I'm not.” Najoli clasped him to her tighter, urgency in her desirous clinch.
They locked lips coyly, then vigorously as mutual passion flared. Their timid kiss strengthened, probing tongues entwining in an inner embrace, rising ardour competing to outdo each other. Durgay groped Najoli's breasts, jiggling with anticipation, his fumbling hands a dead giveaway of his inexperience. Pulling away, she placed her hands over his, guiding his unpractised touch back to her tingly bosom, showing him how best to gently knead her receptive mammaries in pleasing circular motions. Her groans of pleasure as he tenderly cupped and massaged her teensy boobs (anything more than a handful is a waste) escalated his excitement.
Lowering his head, Durgay latched onto the nearest nipple, stiffly pink with arousal, and suckled like an infant, consoled on a primal level from being at the breast. The merman's stimulated tongue went to work again, furiously licking and teasing the hardened teat, before transferring his fixation to the forgotten boob. His needle teeth playfully nipped her dugs, Najoli's pleasure boosted by the mild pain sensation, her moans upping into the beginnings of screams of ecstasy.
His mermanhood unstoppably on the rise, Durgay let loose his concealed weapon. In the interests of sleekness Cetari genitalia was tucked away internally, male and female physiology appropriately distinct. For the merwoman gender, her sex and excretory organs were conveniently tucked behind a single urogenital slit, while the mermale had his privates divided by a separate anus slit, guaranteeing enough storage space for his enviably huge organ.
Durgay's penis emerged and unfurled, all shyness gone, swaying in the supporting water like a mesmerised cobra. Feeling the head of his cock brush excitedly against her tingling body, Najoli grasped the nosy shaft, sliding her expert hands along its fourteen-inch length. Durgay's turn to gasp gratifyingly, he threw his head back and revelled in her sensuous stroking of his engorged tool.
Seemingly acting with a prehensile will all its own, guided by the contracting muscles at its base, his organ slid out of Najoli's grip, instinctively aiming for her vaginal slit—and missed. Frustration began deflating the novice lover as the second and third attempt failed too. Though procreation is the most natural impulse in the world, the act itself amongst the higher organisms is learnt behaviour, and we all start off inept beginners. Giving her merman a helping hand, Najoli stroked his downhearted ardour, before guiding his reinvigorated penis into penetrating her internally moist passage. Squealing from the pleasurable insertion, her arms wrapping around his midriff where torso became tail, she arched her back as the grunting Fisher intuitively commenced his rhythmic pelvic thrusts.
Precious few creatures in any of the Animal Kingdom realms, whether that be on land or in sea and air, copulated face to face. Birds were the absolute rarity, the honeyeater stitchbird the only known avian to sometimes mate this way. Amongst the evolutionary exalted primates the bonobo, a Congolese pygmy species of chimpanzee that substituted copious sex for aggressive tendencies, this position was favoured for one in three couplings. Bottlenose dolphins, equally licentious as the fornicating apes, enjoyed belly-to-belly coitus. For these two organically dissimilar, yet intelligently sophisticated mammals, coition went beyond the elementary urge to seed the future with their own inimitable genetic strains. Both species grouped in socially complex troops which used polygamous sex as an expressive outlet; the close-knit chimps to suppress their fractious behaviour, genital rubbing allaying violent squabbles over food and territory; while for the dolphins sexual interaction was superficially play-oriented, their intensive snout-to-genital touching not only a frisky precursor to courtship but a reinforcement of societal relations within the pod. No wonder the small whales had a permanent smile gracing their beaks!
Unable to inhibit his tremendous sexual sensations, Durgay's ejaculation came briskly and dynamically, inundating her love canal with his gushing semen astonishingly able to spurt up to a distance of thirteen feet. She clung to him in orgasmic relief as his throbbing penis emptied, becoming flaccid, and he withdrew, expended. They kissed again, a sensual joining of lips less frenetic than their foreplay pash, but equally intense in its conveyance of carnal love.
Afterwards they snuggled in restful silence within the perpetual nighttime, each fulfilled from their joint Rapture of the Deep. For Durgay, the pooled physicality of the moment was unforgettable. A jumbled outpouring of pent up emotions—fear of death, craving for love, lustful desires of the flesh—all coalesced to find hitherto undreamt of nirvana in that ephemeral, climatic release. Najoli found even deeper meaning from their animalistic coital passion. Hers went beyond emotional, touching the spiritual plane, a fusing of souls when for a fleeting instant the division of the sexes disappeared, the ecstasies of pain and pleasure merged, and the complexities of the universe transiently made sense.
Durgay was first to break the blissful silence. “Was it ... was I ... okay?"
Wishing to spare his feelings, knowing that given time his frantic clumsiness would mature into sensitive, prolonged lovemaking taking into consideration his partner's needs, she spiced her lie with a polyp of truth. “You were everything I imagined."
He was thankful for her kindness. “How many mermen have you had?"
His frank enquiry was understandable, if indelicately put. Najoli went on the defensive. “You make it sound like a luncheon. Are you angling to know if I was promiscuous back at Castle Rock?"
Embarrassed, Durgay backstroked. “Forgive me, Najoli. I've no right to ask you that. It's none of my business."
She made a clean breast of her sexual history anyway, to clear the water. “Counting you, I shared myself with one other. Blinkered by girlish infatuation, I thought he was the love of my life. Turned out I landed the wrong fish there."
"What went wrong?"
"Caught him tonguing another mergirl ... my older sister, in fact. Gave him the flick and turned my back on the family. I guess that's when I entered my rebellious phase. I got turned off the romantic notion of marriage after that."
Quaintly old fashioned, Durgay clung rigidly to the whimsical ideals of courtship followed by wedded bliss. His partnering with Najoli, thrust on him unwanted, was prompting him to conduct an unforced rethink of traditional values. With no Merking to officiate royally and religiously blessed nuptials, could a de facto relationship, a common law marriage, work for a Cetari couple?
Najoli was also subconsciously re-evaluating her standards. Always a relationship risk taker, fatally attracted to the bad merboys, she subliminally yearned for fidelity, and Durgay had reliable splashed all over him. Was he dashing? Hardly. Could he sweep a mergirl off her flukes? Only if given the correct prompts. Did he come without emotional baggage? No, but then who did. The appellation Dependable Durgay popped into her head. To most merwomen that spelt boring; Najoli found it relationally appealing. The stalwart old Fisher projected stability, security, and yes dependability. What more could a mermaid wish for? If thrills, then a jailbreak and shark attack, topped off by hiding out in an alien carcass, surely met and exceeded such criteria. Unexciting as Durgay was, life with him held the promise of never being dull.
"Where do we go from here?"
She addressed Durgay's question perkily, idly drawing circles in his chest with her fingertip. “We head north up the eastern seaboard, silly."
"We're more than friends now, Najoli. That complicates matters."
"This'll improve our rapport."
"I'll worry more about you, second-guess my determinations, whether they'll affect us, you, adversely.” Lumped with even greater responsibility now that Najoli had grown from comrade into lover, uncertainty over the wisdom of current and future choices as yet unmade started gnawing at the plagued Fisher.
The mergirl reassured him with a peck on the cheek. “Who can say, with any surety, that the decisions we make in life will turn out for the best. Enjoy here and now, Durgs. By all means consider tomorrow, only don't let it hamper living today."
"No regrets, eh?"
"Clicks to live by.” Her playful hand strayed toward his groin. “Are you rested enough?” she lowed suggestively.
"I can't hear that megashark anymore. We ought to make a swim for it.” He jumped when she traced the line of his urogenital crack teasingly with her tongue. “Of course, it won't hurt to stay put a while longer to make sure he's really given up."
Kissing Durgay hungrily, brazenly initiating foreplay, she started licking his earhole next, whistling auspiciously into it, “Practice makes perfect."


Chapter TwelveFour long weeks elapsed. That travel time for the outcast couple was drearily divided into the routine pursuits endemic to the Cetari way of life: sleeping, fishing, and swimming. In little over a fortnight, Durgay and Najoli navigated the 3,000 leagues of shallow inshore waters fencing the coastline of the nameless continent that was conversely as both familiar and alien to the merfolk as the sun or moon. Drawing on every scrap of Fisher knowledge he could recall pertaining to regional continental currents reaped from centuries of sporadic explorations, the former Seaguard tutor steered a necessarily meandering course painstakingly northwards.
Sea voyaging, whether submerged or sailing, depended enormously on the favourableness of winds and currents. Driven by powering airstreams, warm-water surface currents termed gyres formed large-scale, coarsely circular ocean flow patterns, rotating sluggishly with nascent energy like waterborne cyclonic storms. Mirror images of the gyratory hurricanes, these liquid reflections, often a fifty mile wide conveyor belt of moving seawater covering up to a hundred miles a day, revolved torpidly in opposite directions to their atmospheric counterparts, whirling in clockwise slowness in the Northern Hemisphere and reversing anticlockwise in southern latitudes.
That presented benefits and problems for the undersea journeyers.
Northeast of the southern cape they encountered their first submarine whirligig and ingeniously used its rotation to slingshot out of the vast bay serving to produce the mammoth, ponderous centrifugal force. Capitalising on elementary gyre physics, they entered the broader, lazier currents slowly edging the eastern fringe and allowed themselves to be swept around its asymmetrical curve, gathering momentum along the swifter narrow currents forming the western boundary, making their exit in order to resume their northern heading when the oval looped back on to the south-eastern track.
Progress after that was steady, broken only by the need to feed or rest. Durgay periodically spyhopped to take his bearings, the wandering shoreline monotonously blistered by the eastward extension of the ocean of sand flooding the interior; a wavy continuation of the windblown dunes lining the sun-drenched, waterless west coast. Things turned to jellyfish when the yellowed coastal vista astoundingly changed to the sullied olive greenery staining a sprawling saltwater marsh replete with mangroves.
Not long after sand muddied into swamp the exiled pair faced a second, vaster gyre. Immensurable and impassable, the subsurface wall of endlessly circling water blocked their route like a fluid avalanche. Braving the stronger flux shoreside, Durgay and Najoli methodically worked their way up the coast, hemmed in on their left by pebbled shallows, the mighty countercurrent to their right. Risking being beached or swept away, they spent a nerve-wracking four days doggedly making headway sandwiched between shoals and sea, unwittingly passing the peninsula Ochar gave them directions to, itself masked by an outflow of silted freshwater fanning outwards from a broad delta river mouth into a salty estuary, before finally reaching calmer, clearer water due east of a sizable, forested island.
Taking their nightly respite in a sheltered cove, Durgay holding Najoli in his protective arms, their exhausted bodies lulled to sleep by the soothing lapping of wavelets on a gently sloping gravel beach, they awoke refreshed, ready to begin a new chapter in their shared lives, to make the idyllic inlet and outlying ribbon reef their home away from home.
At least Durgay was prepared to. Najoli strangely had other ideas.
"There may exist a way to salvage our merpeople, to recoup Castle Rock,” she proposed.
Gearing up to scout the area in earnest, the mergirl's stunning claim weighted down Durgay's plans with an anchor of doubt. He halted inventorying the contents of her holdall. “Najoli, get your mind on forging a new home here. I realise it'll be difficult for a while, but we have to put our old life completely behind us. Finding a sea cave is our utmost priority. We can't spend many more nights adrift out in the open. Storm season is almost upon us and we're on the windward side of the mainland. That's a bad position to be in."
"Don't tell me you've stopped caring what happens on Bounty Reef. Your sense of duty can't be forsaken that easily."
"Make your mind up, missy. You induce me to buck the system, to scarily start thinking for myself, of myself, and now expect me to go back to my old school of thought. What gives?"
"You're still a member of the Seaguard, Durgs."
"I can't ever remember not being a Seaguardian,” he agreed. “But take a look at where we are. There's no Rock, and no Merking. My fidelity lies with you now. Nothing can save the Cetari from the genocidal Landhoppers, so don't misuse precious time contemplating a liberation too impossible to carry out."
Najoli cannily appealed to her lover's spiritual side. “Nupterus could do it."
He stared bewilderingly at her. In the short time Durgay had known his youthful love interest, Najoli at best exhibited indifference to religious talk, at worst dismissed godly belief entirely as wasteful. “I've missed something here. When did you go all righteous on me?"
"Admittedly, I've never been a great advocate of religion,” she confessed. “All those commandments are quite inhibiting. But Grammy always did cling devoutly to her faith."
"What has Ochar's piety got to do with anything?"
"Before we left her place, she reminded me of a bedtime story that was my all-time favourite: the Ice Merman."
"Never had no use for fairytales,” Durgay gruffly clicked, repacking the travel-battered carryall, the frayed and holey seagrass weaving in need of minor repairs as he stuffed nautical odds and ends into it. Merboys, immersed in learning and honing vital Fisher skills, had spare time only for listening to grand sagas of adventure, not insipidly dry holy recitations.
Najoli persevered. “You should've. It's an interesting fable, if on the lengthy side. I'll give you the abridged version.
"Once upon a time, long after He populated the twin blue voids of His making with fish and flying things, Immortal Nupterus took flight through the sky-ocean above the water-ocean, marvelling at the wondrousness of His creations.
"On and on He flew, flapping His majestically green and blue veined wings, soaring farther and farther, higher and higher, until He brushed against the black abyss, the frosty contact whitening His wingtips with coldness.
"Down, down, His Divine Self glided, alighting at the top of the seaworld, His folding wings turning the polar ocean to ice when they touched the sea's surface. Thus was born frigid Icesand in the Far North. Thus was birthed the warmer lands."
Cause and Effect was the mainstay of Cetari theology. When Nupterus divinely fashioned the seas, the backlash of that considerable expenditure of cosmic energy threw up into being the skies. For every whitecap formed, the wave's aerial counterpart, a simple cloud, puffed into existence in the cerulean ceiling. Prevailing global wind bands arose patterned on oceanic currents, collaborating climatological forces influencing weather conditions worldwide. Creation of the polar ice cap triggered in response the tumultuous uplifting of the continents and islands from out of the mothering sea. Basic Newtonian law in motion: for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. Tit for tat, you might say.
Causation applied similarly to populating the briny womb with precious life. When a fish popped into existence undersea, a bird winged through the virgin sky. Likewise, sea turtles inadvertently gave rise to tortoises on land, sea cows contributing tusked elephants to the expanding terrestrial gene pool, wolves and tigers owing their materialisation to barracuda and shark respectively, the saltwater dolphins linked to their riverine cousins. Not a single marine creature plying the world's seas was without its earthbound, airborne, subterranean, arboreal, or freshwater equivalent. Just cataloguing His creative repercussions occupied Nupterus for centuries.
Needless to say the emergence of the Cetari was a hugely consequential event itself, as the surfacing of the primordial merfolk sparked the spawning of the original Piawro. Castle Rock kingly theologians concluded at that exact moment of corresponding naissance Evilness reared its ugly head alongside the questing hands of Goodness. An imbalanced universe was intrinsically unsound, doomed to implode from its volatile instability. Hence the contradictory affiliations of black and white, chalk and cheese, good and bad. Without that equilibrium stitching the very fabric of the cosmos together, the seams of space would tear, galaxies tatter and fray. The whole of Creation would unravel, all life everywhere snuffed out in the blink of a god's eye.
Impatience caused Durgay to be rudely blunt. “Does this tale of yours have a point, Najoli?"
"I'm just about to make it,” she huffed, irritated by his interruption. “But before I do, I'll remind you that a verse in the Sacred Songline Scriptures authenticates the Sea God's unintentional formation of the ice lands up north.” She nodded showily, stressing her point. Corroboration between the sacrosanct hymnody and marine legends was a rare occurrence worth accentuating.
Boredom was fast eroding Durgay's dwindling attention span as Najoli finally delivered the crux of her yarn. “The story ends with Nupterus taking up permanent residence in the Far North."
It was a disappointing anticlimax for the uninterested Fisher. “That's it?” he commented laconically.
"No, that's not entirely it!” retorted the mergirl. She might as well be banging her head against a block of coral. “Before he settled down for all eternity, Nupterus was so pleased with the appearance of His Cetari that, in appreciation of His own genius, He adopted the form of a merman.” Gods” invented and embodied vanity.
Durgay recalled the holy lyrics. "Sea God copied Merman for His own image". Imitation was the sincerest form of flattery. “So?” was all he could remark.
Close to losing her temper, Najoli seethed with frustration. Durgay was a lovely merman, but so obtuse at times! “I'll condense it for you, Durgs. Sea God flies north. Sea God makes ice. Sea God builds home. Sea God changes into merman."
"I still don't get it."
"Accessibility, Durgay! Nupterus is reachable and approachable in that guise. He can be entreated to save His merpeople direct. Don't bother with convoluted, time-wasting prayers. We can beseech Him face-to-face. We can converse with the Sea God Himself! All we have to do is make the swim up to Icesand."
The seagrass bag slipped from Durgay's grasp along with his receptivity. Najoli made a grab for the sinking carryall and, seeing his bewilderment, did not bother handing it back to him. “Say something, Durgs,” she prompted.
He did, after gulping a few mouthfuls of revitalising seawater. “Let me get this straight. You're proposing we embark on a wild goosefish chase to go looking for our revered Sea Lord someplace in waters chill enough to freeze the segmented tail off a sea mouse."
"Give the merman a pipefish!"
He snatched back the bag.
"Does this mean we're northbound?” Najoli hoped.
"I'll need more convincing than what proof a fable, even one seemingly backed up by the Songlines, provides."
Najoli took the refusal in her stroke. “I'm a little hazy on the ending of the last verse in the scriptures. Suffice to say, I never paid much attention to religious instruction when I was schooling as a mergirl. Durgs, be a good disciple and refresh my memory."
Wracking his fuddled, middle-aged brain, he mumbled, “Something along the line, “Frozen white boils liquid blue, setting ocean watered anew"...” Durgay faltered, the implication of his recall mind-boggling. “It's prophesising the end of the seaworld!” he gasped horrifically.
"Or possibly its rebirth,” disputed Najoli. “At least that's what Grams interpreted it to mean."
"Ochar truly imagines that?"
"So she reckons."
"It's too farfetched for even the faithful to believe."
"Either you take my word at face value or dismiss Grammy's assertion as daft. If so, that makes you a hypocrite because then you're saying the Sea God isn't real, that Nupterus is just a product of Cetari wishfulness, that your belief and the faith of others is a baseless lie. Are you that atheist, Durgay?"
Poor Durgay started to despair that all young merwoman were dominatrixes. Cowed by Najoli's judgmatical browbeating, compelled to again question his own core beliefs, awash in doubt, he typically simplified his confused thinking when in the grips of a moral dilemma. If the Grohial could leap out of the waters of myth and legend, only the faithless prevented Nupterus, Lord of Seas and Skies, Creator of Winds and Waves, from existing in his icy domain.
"Don't take this the wrong way, Najoli, but you had best fatten up. We'll need a thicker layer of blubber to be better insulated against the colder water."
She hugged her merman impulsively before aiding him in trawling for food.
All that happened a fortnight ago, with a lot more transpiring since then.
Plotting a new course, Durgay steered them to an unmarked point offshore from the northernmost spit of territory crowning the southern landmass. It was there his mnemonic marine chart ran dry. Neither the Seaguard nor the Fishers possessed topical information of the oceanography beyond. Those unfrequented waters remained consigned to times long past, an ancient history forgotten by all but the eldest merfolk. But every fish has a silver lining and Durgay luckily had Ochar's great granddaughter to act as guide.
Working from sketchy reminiscences hurriedly imparted by the old merwoman in those rushed minutes the escaping couple snatched to farewell their previous life, memories themselves drawn from an antediluvian legend which held to the core belief of the ancestral Cetari migrating into the southern ocean from polar waters, Najoli took the lead as navigator, Durgay contributing practical advice on how to best swim the seaways.
Their first hurdle on this, the newest leg of their epic journey, comprised swimming the 100 nautical miles of funnelled saltwater forming the strait separating the hemispheric continents. Accomplishing that crossing without incident, they proceeded up the eastern seaboard at a rapid pace, aided by a fast flowing northern equatorial current, making up a little lost time. That boost petered out after depositing the freeloading Cetari in a deep, slow churning channel bisecting a forest-capped island from an arid desert mainland broadly comparable to that desiccating the southern landmass, though markedly smaller. Sandy wilderness seemed to be the prevalent coastal ecosystem for the twinning continents in this age, at least to merfolk perception. Such was the laughable incongruity of undrinkable seawater clashing with uninhabitable property.
Spyhopping more frequently now, Durgay's increasingly screwball behaviour disturbed Najoli. There was no motive for his risking surfacing other than eccentric curiosity. She found him early one morning wallowing on a millpond sea unruffled by wind or tide, floating carelessly on his back enthralled by a dawn-pink firmament slashed with wispy gold and underlined by a bank of purpled clouds sitting low on the horizon like a distant forest.
"What are you looking at?” she softly whistled, her emergence silently rippling the glassy water beside him.
"Looking for.” His rejoining click was slurred with indolence. As Najoli's owlish eyes took in the splendidly painted heavens, the sleepy sun yet to make its blinding ascension, Durgay enlightened her with a solitary word. “Seabirds."
The Fisher's elucidation made absolutely no sense to her. “They're the souls of the damned. What's the attraction?"
"My dead father glides with them."
Durgay straightaway rolled and submerged, leaving Najoli's disjointed head afloat on the sheet of crystal liquid smeared with filmy daubs of rose, ochre, and lilac, her mind filling with questions gone unanswered.
Their northward continuation earned the meridional travellers escalating change. Traversing the invisible equatorial line circumscribing the globe brought unavoidable temperature variation. Northern waters cooled noticeably even at this extreme distance from the impressing polar ice cap. The weather topside became fickle, sporadic squalls of sunshine and rain. Even the wind, already erratically changeable, completely reversed direction and began blowing seaward off the climate-altering continent in south-easterly fits and starts.
Cetari diet, however, suffered no drastic alteration. So far variance between southern and northern fish species was nonexistent. Fishes familiar to them both abounded in the nutrient rich cool waters; plump grouper, laidback stingray, inflatable puffer fish, shoaling herring, dread hammerheads, snappy reef, and slothful basking sharks. When running near the surface, flying fish provided the paired merfolk with an aerial escort, the arm-length gliders spreading their outsized pectoral fins after clearing the waves to sail airborne, garnering lift from the extensile pinions, for up to thirty feet before smoothing plopping back into the sea and waggling their tails furiously, repeating their stupendous feat of airmanship. The finned fliers were also a tasty snack if you were fleet enough to catch them.
Najoli fretted over Durgay. The already taciturn merman had retreated into himself, uncommunicative except for necessary exchanges regarding food decisions and course corrections. She thought him withdrawn over the undisclosed business with his deceased father, but there was more to his reclusion than unresolved angst. He deliberately neglected to remember how the underhand quest to recover the Grohial ended in failure, ergo the existence of the fabled artefact remained unproven. What if Nupterus Himself proved just as unverifiable? This insane exodus to Icesand could very well turn out to be a one-way trip, achieving nothing in the end except their meaningless demise. Durgay barely survived his visitation to Lunder Atoll. There would be no escaping a frozen death in icy northern waters. He had agreed to accompany Najoli to their doom.
Her feeling isolated grew deeper with each nautical mile travelled. Durgay became as frosty toward her as the chill ocean, his aloofness nourished by the steady decline in temperature. It was as if the cooling seawater infused his spirit with its nippiness, stimulating his depression, freezing his heart against any warming hope and fellowship. Correspondingly, their connexion was adversely affected. Their passion, hot and breathless at the start (that memorable, opening stage of all relationships) quickly waned into a lukewarm parody of lust (that forgettable closure to decades of comfy togetherness). Kisses shrivelled into forced pecks, more in the nature of brotherly and sisterly affectations than the intense lip locking relished by lovers. Hugs turned into embarrassingly awkward clinches soon abandoned altogether. Sex was out of the question entirely.
A gregarious stranger to aloneness, Najoli, forlorn and friendless, had never before felt so lonesome.
The days unhappily dragged on for the extroversive mergirl, excluded from all but the basics of Durgay's life. Her expectations of their out-of-wedlock bond were not unrealistic. She was no starfish-eyed, lovesick sea cow dreamily seduced by the romanticism of being in love. Theirs was a union born out of necessity, consensual and sensible. Conversely, Dependable Durgay degenerated into Depressed Durgay. She felt as if an ocean had welled up between them, enlarging ever more, widening their personal rift to the point where the gulf could not be bridged.
Najoli contemplated ditching him, going solo on this potentially crucial undertaking. Cutting her merman loose scared her more than continuing onwards unaccompanied. Faced with a tough choice, Najoli preferred not seeing him so inexplicably down in the dumps. Talking him out of his glumness was an improbable solution, mainly because Durgay was muter than a clam. Obviously soured, the unspeaking Fisher was better off giving up on the trip and heading back to the secluded cove, there to wait and prepare for her return. Maybe the break would give the troubled merman the solitude needed to sort himself out.
Najoli never got the chance to suggest they split. Outside influence intervened with bizarre unexpectedness.
It happened late one night. Tonight, in fact. Sleeping slightly apart as they had lately come to do, the estranged couple napped in fifteen fathoms of night-blackened shallows, rocked to sleep by the comforting inshore swell. Having no ties to the land, the Cetari nonetheless soaked up the calming solidity exuded by undersea rock, a primordial need for permanence fulfilled. Just the nearness of the seabed acted as an organic relaxant.
Durgay was gurgling, the Cetari equivalent of snoring. Dozing fitfully, drowsy senses attuned to any changes, however minor, in the ocean's biorhythm that might spell danger, Najoli came to with a mental jolt and unkindly jabbed him awake with a sharp elbow to the ribs. He grudgingly stirred, cranky and confused, spluttering indignantly. She curtly shushed him to silence, instructing, “Listen to that, Durgs. Do you hear it?"
Straining his ears, he eventually picked up the faint echo she was referring to. Male Cetari possessed acuter hearing, as well as sharper eyesight, than the merwomenfolk, due to a need for heightened senses from those whose principle pursuit was spearfishing. The dulcet noise was a faraway murmur, a blurred whisper that maddeningly rose and fell as if borne on a fluctuating current. Largely unintelligible, Durgay somehow managed to hear beyond the muddling resound, filtering out the distortion until the core noise, muffled still by distance, became a tad more discernable.
"That's Cerat!” he exclaimed with certainty.
Najoli expressed disbelief. “How can you be sure? All I can make out is garble."
"I'd know Merspeech anywhere,” Durgay claimed.
"That's impossible,” she refuted. “There isn't another living merperson within two oceans of us, Durgs. You must be hearing wrong."
The perplexing chortle he gave back staggered her. Not that the immediate improvement in Durgay's gloomy disposition was unwelcome. It simply perturbed her being unable to fathom the impulse behind his abrupt cheeriness.
Enlightenment came with easy suddenness for the Fisher. He had undergone an epiphany, a profound revelation sufficient to pull him out of his crippling doldrums.
Of late Durgay had, by circumstance of change, begun to have serious reservations concerning what role he played in his merry-go-round life. His former, safer existence seemed like a dream out of which he was wantonly shaken from, rudely thrust into a wakefulness where survival meant reinventing himself. Thinking he at last had a handle on who Destiny had reshaped him into, Najoli's newest stunt utterly capsized his ordered world again.
This recent upheaval caused him to doubt his faith.
He once thought his religious convictions unshakeable as a seamount. Yet even the grandest submerged volcano trembled from the roots up when warring tectonic plates, those endlessly grating segments of crust on the backs of which the continents grindingly rode, produced fallout in the form of dismantling seaquakes.
Trekking in search of divinity is a classic journey of self-discovery. Most individuals, at some time or other in their lives, undertake that noble exodus, seeking to contact from within that omnipotent force guiding their lives behind the scenes, craving spiritual awakening and follow-on contentment. Many fall by the wayside, disillusioned by the reality they perceive as desires rarely live up to expectation. Belief does not automatically end suffering or halt injustices, nor can faith outwardly move mountains. Religion explains how everyday pain and grief is part of a celestial master plan mapped out on a case by case basis; it in no way eliminates the hurt which shapes us piecemeal, the way the tapped chisel of a stonecutter sculpts a formless granite block into a recognisable, worthwhile identity. Some impatiently conclude that a Higher Being is a figment of group imagination wistfully attempting to make sense out of a chaotic world by childishly heaping common fears and frailties on to an iconic godhead. Indulging in financial pursuits instead, money converts into the deity of those impenitent profiteers, riches their good deeds, insolvency a mortal sin. Few complete the ascension to a diviner plane, satisfied and at peace with themselves for leaving behind material trappings.
Durgay belonged to the steadfast believers; an unremarkable religious clique noteworthy only for its mundanity, made up of those faithful who worshipped regularly without fully understanding the why of their devotion, comfortable with conforming to ascribed religious observances without needing to be briefed on the mechanics of their piety. Blind faith best describes them.
And now the devout Fisher quested for Holy Nupterus, not in the sanctum of his private thoughts, but in the flesh. He harboured no rushing desire to prove or disprove the existence of the Sea God, and was afraid of the outcome. Incontestable faith affixed Durgay to his religiousness. What if they found their idol and learnt the eradication of the Cetari was His immutable whim, punishment for some ethnic transgression? Worse yet, what if they found nothing at all to give their spirituality credence?
To believe or not believe. Is that the question or the answer?
Crazy as it sounds, the far-off vocals haunting the nocturnal waters actually allayed Durgay's misgivings. He saw, or more accurately heard, that remote articulation as a heavenly sign.
Logic could rationalise it away, of course. Marine statistics make an impressive read. 97% of the planet's water floated in a global ocean spanning nearly three-quarters of the biosphere, ‘drowning two-thirds of the surface land beneath, on average, two and a half miles of brine. Arks of stone, continental and island-sized, cobbled that blue-green immensity, the foundational bedrock refusing to wholly bow down to the smothering saltwater tide. In a bizarre geological twist the movable landmasses dictated the extent of the oceans and seas, the expanding and contracting bodies of seawater themselves delineating the contouring coastlines. It was a constantly rearranging jigsaw on a planetary scale.
Oceanic acoustics were proportionally impressive. Sound transmits through water a zippy four times faster than air, so that a whale's low-pitched fart can be heard from 1,300 miles away! Deductively speaking, the unseen Cerat orator could be little more than a month's leisurely swim from the astonished listeners.
Merfolk were often illogical thinkers. That stemmed from superimposing their cultural advancements over an essentially primitive society not so far removed from prehistoric tribalism. Rudimentary superstitions lingered, one of them being the erroneous notion of the world's connected seaways acting as a global sound-shell forever resonating with noises both present and past.
The dominant hemisphere of Durgay's brain, specifically his left frontal lobe, began functioning at the basest level, cranking up mothballed neural pathways to reactivate the archaic thought processes which consigned the far-flung sound to ancient perceptions. Therefore, to the involuntarily primal-minded Fisher, the tantalising mumblings of Cerat were not viewed from a modern standpoint, but in an historical context. He registered them as echoes from the past, ghostly whisperings potentially ten, a hundred, even one thousand years old! More significantly, Durgay took the disturbance on board as a personal endorsement from Nupterus to seek out his earthly lair. What better form could the Sea God's stamp of approval manifest itself as but ancestral voices dredged up out of antiquity.
Devotees to any creed miraculously pick out divine signposts redirecting their way at the crossroads of their lives in even the most dispiriting of scenarios. They can infer guidance from the unlikeliest of markers. In that way, faith can be conveniently manipulated.
Finished chuckling, the muted utterance fading to be lost amid the background clutter of fish burble, Durgay started making noises which sounded suspiciously to Najoli as if he was preparing to travel. “It's the middle of the night,” she said.
"Time's a wasting."
The brevity of the Fisher's statement rivalled its import.
Bashfully reaching out to him, Najoli was rewarded by Durgay patting her outstretched hand stroking his iron hard shoulder. Her merman was back on deck. The dividing, emotionless sea had gone down the plughole!
"Get ready to move out,” he ordered his mergirl.
Swimming nocturnally presented no challenge to submariners gifted with biosonar. Complying, she gauged, “If Grams's reckoning is dead on, we still have half an ocean to cross, as the flying fish flies, to reach the icy water encircling Icesand."
"Then we'll gab on the way. I have some nets to mend.” Durgay admitted to his bad behaviour by way of analogy, setting off with a buoyancy to his stroke.
Matching his alacrity, Najoli commended her merboyfriend. “I'm so glad you've ditched your standoffishness, Durgs.” She improperly laughed herself, after adding, “Frigidity does suit you though."
"Considering we're headed directly into a freezer, that's just as well.” He sighed, a measure of his natural defeatism trickling through. “I only hope we don't wind up frozen stiffs. Merfolk-flavoured ice blocks sound unappetising."


Chapter ThirteenThe tadpoles hatched that afternoon. Playing the proud father, Ryops squatted chuffed on the shingled incline of the lakeshore, overseeing the nourishing of his spawn. His concubines, mothers to the horde of unintelligent younglings energetically flitting about their birthing cauldron that was Crater Lake, took great delight in their primary parenting task. Overcasting thunderheads did nothing to dampen the chieftain's elevated spirits, as insofar their dry rumblings only hinted at the breezy downpours soon to batter the tropics. The first feeding uplifted his heart as always, the acceptance and affirmation of life by newborn innocents a humbling event he unswervingly attended.
Amounting to just six breeders specially selected by the Dokran Teh biannually from the divisional castes, the sextet, in every sense of the word, worked cooperatively to introduce their mingled offspring to their initial taste of food. One representative of the upper echelon Leapers, plus a pair taken from the creative Climbers, joined lastly by a trio of female Diggers, these predetermined numbers maintained class proportionality. Kept small by design to preserve their elitism, the weakly positioned regime of the ruling social group was bolstered by ensuring the brainlessly loyal serfs politically outnumbered the craftsmanly militants.
Standing knee-deep in the tepid shallows crowded by ravening infants, the mothering amphibs sprinkled tender young bamboo shoots from intricately woven cane baskets onto the lake's steamy surface, slicked by yellowing sulphur patches. Their offerings whipped the translucently bodied fledglings into a feeding flurry, the greenish waters churned into a bubbling mass far surpassing the periodic gaseous aerations belched by the volcanic heating vent trenching the lakebed.
Those erratic exhalations regulated the lake bottom directly above the vulcanian spring, preventing a poisonous accrual of carbon dioxide in the oxygen-deficient stratum at that water depth. Without such a natural release valve in operation, the continual expansion of carbonated water would eventually reach boiling point, the incompatible layers mixing with calamitous results. Gushing upwards like the fizzing contents of a shaken soft drink, a geyser of expelled gas would spout from the roiled lake, the denser-than-air fumes spilling down the sides of Mont Plaas, gassing birds and beasts, its vaporous rolling weight mashing small plants into fibrous pulp. The Piawro in the vicinity would not have escaped suffocation either, killed by the mortifying gas leak.
As there is no use fussing over disasters that have never befallen you, the only worrying aspect about Crater Lake was the hazardous rise in water acidity which made the giant spa unsafe to swim, let alone spawn, in. Luckily for the amphibs that happened only once in a blue moon, and during his tenure Dokran Ryops had only ever looked up at a yellow moon.
The swarming tadpoles competed frantically for the leafy morsels, their artlessness as transparent as their see-through bodies. “That's it. Eat up all your greens to grow up big and jumpy,” beamed one of the Digger mothers, her uncultured fellow caste members trilling agreeably.
Amphib maturation would fast take care of that, and how! Developing at triple the rate Cetari tots grew at, tadpoles rapidly metamorphosed into froglets following relocation to the riverine nursery. Hind and forelegs sprouted, budding lungs replaced infantile external gill filaments, and the babyish tail shrank into nothingness all within the space of four speedy months. At that point Piawro class division came into play, the blended gene pool of youth permanently rifted by the segregation the adults imposed.
Until then allowed to develop unimpeded as a fenceless social group whose focus primarily was on play, during which time basic interaction skills formed, the younglings were demarcated into their various cultural niches and “imprinted” with their societal roles, timed to coincide with speech progressing from childish gurgles into the grammatical ribbits and croaks that brought with it a foundational understanding of first their environment, then their racial backgrounds.
Children are as trainable as a grapevine and, once having taking root, the perceptions instilled by their propagators are impossible to transplant out of them. Piawro class distinction would endure as long as Lunder Atoll itself.
Wafting up from the other side of the crater lip ringing its waterlogged bowl warbled an impinging ribbit belonging to Chulib. “Dokran! Eskaa wants a word."
Peeved, the chieftain trilled back, “Give him two—piss and off."
"Shame on you, Ryops, using such language in front of the hatchlings."
The reproached chieftain came up off his haunches, mildly amused at receiving a telling-off from the lecturing female. He graciously brooked his Spawner's overfriendliness, her Leaper status making her immune to rebuke, for now. The second the tadpoles were deemed fit enough to be netted and shifted from the hatchery, with its rocky lakeside views, to the sluggish, jungled river, she reverted to the servile lowliness accorded all amphib females by the suppressive males. It was the incentive that saw every female of breeding age aspiring to become the Dokran's concubine by proxy, luxuriating in that privileged fortnight of equitable citizenry before again being relegated to humiliating namelessness.
Sadly, anonymity stayed with her like bad body odour. Ryops had not taken the trouble to learn her name, or those of her sister breeders. Why bother? It is not like he actually slept with any of his consorts.
"Any promising hopefuls amongst that lot?” Anxiety sharpened Ryops’ query. Leadership worries aside, fathering an heir had turned into an obsession, as if that disillusionment made him less of an amphibiman.
"It's too early to tell. You ought to know that!” one of the Climber Spawners fractiously snapped as she spread another handful of lip-smacking shoots over the teeming water, igniting further voracity from the jumbled tadpoles. Moving house to the river meant also graduating to an insect diet, but in the interim the Piawro brood savoured their vegetarianism.
"Dokran, if you'll hop to it. Eskaa's patience is as illusive as his charm."
Chulib's pushiness put paid to his fatherly moment. With a disinclined leap Ryops vaulted back into the chieftain's saddle and over the crater rim to team up with Chulib. Eskaa was nowhere to be seen littering the steep volcanic slope, although Knalli's diligence was evident. Forever watchful in the background, he unstintingly guarded the Dokran's person, keenly monitoring the approaches to Crater Lake like a geostationary spy satellite.
"The Subos waits for you on the beach,” the Shurpeha commander informed him. “I'll accompany you myself. My boys report Eskaa's behaving irrationally of late."
"How is that different from any other day, boss?” Knalli muttered from his vantage point atop an outcropping of stolid lava frozen into stone by the coolness of time.
Amused by the one-liner, Chulib summarily relieved his youngest sentry with a dismissive flick of his bug-eyed head.
Ryops conveyed his irritation in a frown. “Eskaa wants to see me, and I have to go to him? Remind me who the Dokran here is, Chu."
The faithful head of Ryops’ bodyguards smiled evilly. “Ever considered poisoning him?"
"Are you still toying with the diabolical notion of bumping Eskaa off?"
"I have had to change the methodology. Trees are getting thin on the ground."
"Doesn't it bother you that murdering the Subos is a sure-fire way of damning you to Dughenna forever, with no possible hope of rebirth out of the underworld?"
Standing on the barren volcanic slope with a bird's-eye view of the scorched, deforested island and its starving inhabitants steadily wasting away, Chulib profoundly wisecracked, “Can't be any more hellish than this."
Patting Chulib's shoulder, Ryops chuckled, “Don't ever lose your sense of humour, old pal."
As the Dokran schussed away down the mountain's ashy slope on his outsized webbed feet like a natural skier, Chulib slalomed after him, croaking his bafflement. “Who was joking?"
Cowering beneath rafters of rain-blackened clouds prematurely darkening the day, the beach sprawled deserted aside from scarecrow Eskaa staring pensively out at the sullen lagoon. Beyond, restless combers curled in thunderously against the cresting reef, pounding the boundary of Harvest Shallows with angry foam. Picturing the gaunt magician-priest as a fleshy manifestation of the God of Death, Ryops banished the association with a blink of his misted eyes. He imagined Soruca looked far less severe.
Hearing his approach, Eskaa turned and greeted Ryops in tried and trusted fashion. “Finished playing happy families then?"
Responding in like, the insulted Dokran made light of the cleric's flashy robe, the colourfully decorated bark cloth flapping in the erratic sea breeze. “Overdressed again, Eskaa."
"Clothes make the frogman, Ryops. That makes you underdressed."
Unbothered by his cooler nakedness, the chieftain got down to business. “You wanted to talk."
"In private.” The Subos glared at Chulib.
Chulib stared daringly back before yielding. “I could always sharpen my sword up. It'll need testing afterwards.” His measured gaze lingered a moment on Eskaa's scrawny neck before he prudently withdrew further up the beach.
Nervously fingering his flimsy feathered torc, Eskaa waited until Chulib hopped out of earshot, noting that the Shurpeha boss remained troublingly in sight. ‘When are you going to put an end to the Fish-with-Hands running this sideshow?” he bluntly put to Ryops.
"Who says they are?"
"Ask any one of the scouts maintaining watch over the entrance to the lagoon. There has been a navy of those heathen talking fish anchored off the reef these past two moons, hassling with impunity any Piawro gutsy enough to venture outside Harvest Shallows. Fishing canoes are holed and sunk, swimmers dragged beneath the waves never to be seen again. Face facts, Ryops. They have us boxed in. Isn't it about time we made them aware just who the master race is in these parts?"
Hopping up to his accusing Subos, undaunted by Eskaa's overbearing tallness, the challenged Dokran rationalised, “We aren't ready to confront them yet. The timetable for our invasion went up in smoke the moment Corakk Jungle did. It's taking longer than anticipated to replace the dugouts lost in the fire."
"That's bullfrog-shit! The Fish-with-Hands are that close our army can literally swim out to meet them in battle."
"Maybe so, but there are other considerations to take into account. At the moment our people are more scared by Soruca's squally breath than schooling fish."
"Armed fish,” Eskaa pointed out in an exasperated croak. “Ryops, are you ever going to accept that the Fish-with-Hands are intelligent killers?"
"The moment one flops out of the water onto the beach and relates his plan for murdering you in perfect Fhasic, you'll have a convert. Perhaps I'll even shake his fin."
Infuriation further bulged Eskaa's obtruding eyes. “You witnessed Der-kay's demonstrable cunning in evading Cuddles before riding my pet to freedom through the Surge."
"Any animal can fluke its way out of a trap."
Eskaa patronisingly waggled a finger at Ryops. “But to then have his entire shoal hem us in our own lagoon. That indicates cognisance."
"Or coincidence. I'll grant you the Fish-with-Hands are a danger to amphib mariners. So is a school of reef sharks. They are equally brainless and prone to congregate in inconvenient spots."
Losing his temper, the Subos shouted down his political opposite. “Wake up and smell the coconut oil, Dokran! Get your priorities straight."
Commendably keeping his own rising ire in check, Ryops answered with controlled slowness, “I most certainly am. Are you forgetting the God of Wind's seasonal storms will blow in upon us any day now?
Eskaa clapped and wrung his hands together, his rage defusing. “It is right for the peasants to be afraid of the Elementals. Gods must be feared more than revered, as it was in the old days.” A sea snake of an idea slithered sinisterly into his thoughts. “Yes, that gives me the ideal platform to work from,” he mumbled in connivance to himself. “A revival of ancient ways would create the perfect incentive."
"What are you ribbiting on about?"
"All the workers need is inducement to forget their troubles and labour harder to refloat the war effort. I'll give them it in the form of sacrifice."
"Using what as victims? Unless you're planning to dig up earthworms, there are no dumb creatures left on the atoll to dismember."
"Apart from the malingerers themselves."
Revolted by the abhorrence Eskaa was proposing, Ryops dug his heels into the sand, sounding his aversion. “No, Subos, not in my lifetime. I'll never condone a return to sacrificing Piawro, whatever the reason. We no longer kill one another when things get tough. We are not animals."
"In this, Ryops, I don't require your blessing."
Eskaa's undisguised disloyalty should have come as no shock, yet the Dokran could only listen speechlessly while the Subos unabashedly outlined his intent.
"This falls under the heading of a religious matter, not a leadership issue. Our laws state unambiguously that in times of extreme crisis, when the very existence of the Piawro is put in jeopardy by acts of god, as was the case when that lava flow threatened to engulf our ancestors on that ancient day on Steamy Beach, full tribal decision-making, both physical and moral, is at the discretion of the magician-priesthood, specifically the individual who directly communes with the deities themselves. I'd class this situation as extreme, hmmm?"
Ryops argued hard for sanity to prevail. “We're not trying to appease a volcano god this time. The Piawro are a more enlightened, more civilised folk nowadays. There has not been a sacrificial desire for nigh on thirty generations."
Narrowing his farseeing eyes, Eskaa philosophised. “Too often progress supersedes tradition for no good reason. In my estimate such a resurrection is long overdue. Ritual killings make you feel alive, not to mention the obvious perks it brings the ruling class."
Snorting, Ryops talked down to the lankier amphib. “You're croaking crazier than usual, if that's possible."
"Am I? Imagine eliminating the malcontents under the legitimate guise of religious practice. Admit it. Ridding yourself of the Climbers is a tempting prospect, an opportunity too good to pass up."
Personally, Ryops entertained few reservations about ditching some of the antagonistic middle class amphibs. Life would be so much easier without their constant sniping backstage. Professionally was a different kettle of fish. R'bat City relied heavily on its artisan caste for the production of daily merchandise—dinnerware, spearheads, to itemise the obvious—alongside more creative pursuits that delineated the cultural identity of the Piawro, civilising their “Stone Age” ethnicity with beautifying artworks in the form of hand-painted tapestries and carved curios, mostly religious wooden icons with a few secular trinkets of shell thrown in for good measure, to name but a couple. How could exquisite artistry blossom from such malice? That was easy; the loveliest orchid flowered from the filthiest manure. Lunder Atoll would be an emptier, bleaker place if Eskaa got his way and negligently removed the ambitiousness of the Climbers.
"I won't resort to such wickedness."
"You still haven't grasped the situation, Dokran. Your disapproval won't halt me enacting my butchery. It's true what they say ... old habits do die hard."
"What will make you abate this repulsive thirst for blood?"
"Something awfully momentous, considering you'd be stifling my religious impulses."
"What'll it take, Eskaa!"
"You living up to your chieftainship commitment and sailing out at the forefront of the Amphib Army to slap our enemies in the chops with a wet fish,” advocated the Subos. “That alone will help me rethink my stance on filleting a Climber or two."
"This smacks of coercion."
"Persuasion has a nicer ribbit to it."
Outsmarted yet again by his tricky Subos, Ryops head-bobbed his loath endorsement of the deal. He was just a prawn in Eskaa's undersea chess game.
"Do smile, Ryops. It's a fair trade off. What's a few gutted Fish-with-Hands compared with preserving Piawro numbers."
"Amphibs will invariably die achieving your war goals."
I'm banking on one in particular. Eskaa leered manically.
Disgust soured Ryops’ face. “You're nuttier than a coconut palm."
Leaping straight up, using his replacement staff to stabilise his sudden gymnastics, Eskaa lashed out with his strapping hind legs, catching Ryops on the hop. Luckily the Subos mistimed his potentially chest crushing kick, delivering the unprepared Dokran a glancing blow which nonetheless put him on his back, winded and dazed.
"Don't ever imply I'm fruity,” Eskaa spat on him.
It took Chulib twenty mighty bounds to get the jump on the attacking priest, ramming the hilt of his down-swung sword between Eskaa's bony shoulder blades. The slammed Subos pitched forward onto the cushioning sand and instinctively tried to roll over. Chulib pinned him to the beach, leaning his foot against the back of the priest's head, squishing Eskaa's face into the suffocative sands. He only deigned to let the Subos up when Eskaa began to splutter and cough. Flopping onto his back, Eskaa's grit-smeared eyes widened upon seeing the macana flashing downwards in a lethal arc, indenting the finely grained sand inches from his earhole.
Chulib experienced a giddying head-rush. Putting the fear of the gods into the conceited magician-priest was such a buzz! “Next swing, I'll take off your ugly head, then reach down into the hole, rip out your spongy spine, and make my own rattle out of your backbones.” Arrogant to the last, Eskaa grimaced defiantly at the dutiful Shurpeha. Meeting that glower, Chulib's mug split into a smile of chilling glee. “Get ready to meet Ceretas face to face, Subos."
"Hold off!” croaked Ryops.
Straddling the downed Subos, his obsidian-studded sword frozen in a decapitating overhand stroke, the Dokran's enraged protector teetered on the knife-edge splitting duty from desire. Wavering, the leading Shurpeha glanced pleadingly at Ryops, a wordless entreaty for him to carry out the overdue execution.
Levering himself up on his elbows, gasping for breath, the chieftain acted magnanimously. “Don't be rash, Chu. Drop the attitude, along with the sword."
Compliance this time did not come easy for the guard boss. Compulsion warred with commitment in a private battle of the C's. Faithfulness eventually won out and he sulkily lowered his weapon.
Scrabbling out from under Chulib's wrathful shadow, Eskaa hawked crunchy grains of sand out of his downturned mouth before resuming his high and mighty loftiness, making a casual pretence of brushing clean his dirtied cloak after scavenging his fallen staff. He smirked shamelessly at Chulib.
"Loyalty is a commendable trait in a Shurpeha. Take care it is not misspent. Oh, and never forget this important rule. As Subos, I'm untouchable.” Bravely leaning close to the bridled bodyguard, Eskaa rubbed Chulib's snout in his impunity by scratching a line in the disturbed sand between the two of them with the tip of his rattly rod. “Cross that again and I'll guarantee you find out firsthand how bad purgatory is."
Scowling, Chulib laid down the law. “Socking the Dokran is an unpardonable offence, even for the Subos. Ever lay your foot, hand, or tongue on him again and—"
"Ryops tripped and fell. As the gods are my witness, I never touched him. You were too far away to see clearly, Chulib ... my word against yours. Who will the tribe believe? A hothead minder, known for his extreme prejudice against the priesthood, or their aggrieved, bruised Subos, victim of an unprovoked assault by the aforementioned bully.” Eskaa rolled his shoulders with exaggerated slowness, a pitiable groan accompanying his put-on wince. Theatrics was Eskaa's speciality and there was no better show-frogman alive.
Keen to wipe the smirk off Eskaa's face, Ryops happily burst his bubble. “You aren't above my law. I had Chulib spare you for one reason alone—the people, misguidedly, respect you. Unlike you, I act unselfishly for the benefit of the island, keeping the interests of the Piawro first and foremost at heart. They require a Subos for spiritual guidance, even if he happens to be an untrustworthy toad."
"I reinvented you, Ryops. Be warned; what I crafted can be unmade, just as speedily."
The chieftain shrugged off the terrorisation. “All partnerships end up being dissolved.” Ryops aimed to hop away with the lionfish's share of popularity when their political divorce eventuated. “It's the law of averages. Nothing lasts forever. Even gods fade away."
Finished grooming, Eskaa resolved, “The show must go on,” and bounced stiffly off into the patchy remnants of the intensively logged jungle.
Used to Eskaa's intimidation tactics, outright violence was completely out of character for Ryops’ archenemy. Little did he realise impetuosity had gnawed away at the Subos’ patience, sparking this extraordinary outburst. The priest's craving for absolute power could no longer be contained. That lack of self-control weakened Eskaa, while at the same time upping his dangerousness to an unpredictable level.
Hauled to his feet, Ryops felt the tension in Chulib's firm grip. “I've got just the outlet for your hostility,” he ribbited promisingly into the Shurpeha's earhole. “Fancy a spot of fishing?"
* * * *Music ushered in the war. Blowing soulfully into conch horns, Piawro buglers set the tone for the parade they headed, the sonorous largo of the shell trumpets floating hauntingly down the windless beach. The following procession slow-hopped across the unstirred sands; four columns of solemnised warriors amounting to half a thousand purposely trained frogmen, shadowed in turn by an unnaturally silent crowd of supporters blanketing the seashore like a fogbank.
Kitted out in trendy coir body armour, Chulib projected a false impression of indestructibility. More show than substance, much like Eskaa, the lightweight fibre breastplate was plaited from softened, then beaten, coconut husk and had as much stopping power as tissue paper. Its actual strength stemmed from imbuing the wearer with a sense of imperviousness, promoting the notion that donning it made one spear-proof. Plus the Dokran's personal emblem splashed across the front of the rope cuirass supposedly increased invulnerability.
At least that was the belief Chulib fostered in his trusty Shurpeha regulars smartly arrayed in two rows of six behind him. Mind over matter is a powerful tool in a soldier's arsenal. Decked out in similar battledress to that garbing their stony-faced commander, Lunder Atoll's premier fighting force individually wore in addition to the useless breastplate serviceable trousers knitted from woven coir sennit, topped off by half-inch thick skull caps of the same plaited twine. Rope was no substitute for the protectiveness wood gave and shouldering circular shields of tougher bamboo at least gave the bodyguards a fighting chance to deflect the knocks inhering hand-to-hand scrapping.
Slightly more impressive and just as impractical, Chulib's headgear comprised a helmet of inflated puffer fish skin, again more ceremonial than combat friendly. Piawro warfare had long been a ritualistic game, as opposed to actual battles. Bluff counted for much in frogman society. Today, the war games were about to be played in deadly earnest.
His macana gripped comfortably in his fist, Chulib proudly headed his uniformed bodyguards, direction and pace movingly dictated by the trumpeters. Behind hopped the untested Shurpeha auxiliary force recruited to spearhead the amphibimen invasion of Nir Sea, their hundred black-tipped lances pointing skywards like a forest of unfired missiles. Bringing up the rear of the frog army jump-marched the reserves, mostly volunteers, the rest drafted, equipped with primitive wood javelins sharpened into fire-hardened points. Never in the atoll's turbulent history was Landhopper military might and awesomeness so blatantly strutted.
Bottling up grave doubts concerning their overall readiness, Chulib uncorked a muttered prayer to Terrible Vhello. “War God help us all.” Years of exhaustive preparation guaranteed only the highest quality warriors served as Shurpeha. These new additions, the draftees in particular, had undergone mere weeks of basic training. How they performed under actual combat conditions worried Chulib badly. Not that he would be there to personally oversee the opening battle, Ryops deciding to exclude him during the course of last night's strategising within the sanctity of the Dokran's compound.
Overruling his guard chief's zealous protestations, Ryops opted to command the invasion force himself. To Chulib fell the unglamorous task of defending the home island against attack ... from within. All things considered, there was not even the remotest chance of the handy-fish making landfall. Which left internal terrorism to contend with. “I need you to watch my back, Chu.” The Dokran coaxed his promise with a smile of sincerity.
"You mean make certain the Subos behaves while you're offshore. Wouldn't want his megalomania hopping rampant.” Eskaa, unwilling to get his feet wet and hands dirty, was to remain shoreside during the offensive.
"Keep your other eye on the Climbers,” Ryops cautioned. “Safeguard my Dokranry against everyone. It'll be a treasure having an island I can come back to once this ridiculous fishing trip is over and done with."
True to form, Chulib resisted until his unbending chieftain finally wore him down. His assenting came with a price tag: insistence Ryops be chaperoned by, at the very least, a trio of Shurpeha old guard.
Ryops instantly rubbished Chulib's counsel. “The full complement stays here on the atoll."
Painfully reminded how original Shurpeha numbers were reduced by one following the failure of the capture team to return from their ill-fated sortie two months earlier, Ryops nevertheless refused to take no for an answer. “I'll have the entire Amphib Army backing me up, Chu. What possible harm can come to me in such company?"
"From the Fish-with-Hands, I'm counting nothing whatsoever. Eskaa's add-ons to my Shurpeha don't fill me with confidence."
"You vetted them."
"I couldn't screen them all as thoroughly as I would've liked. There hasn't been enough time for that."
Always a fair judge of character, Ryops trusted his own instincts. “The army comprises Leapers and Burrowers all, not one Climber in their ranks. That's one hundred per cent loyalty in my brook."
"Complacency is a dangerous thing, Dokran."
"So is paranoia."
"Humour me, chief. Take some of the regulars along as swimming buddies."
Seeing Chulib was not going to budge, Ryops wheedled him into accepting a compromise, making his own amendment. “Whittle my honour guard down to one, of my choosing, and you'll get your way."
"One is better than none,” acceded the guard chief, unhappy about the deal but in no position to countermand the Dokran Teh's wishes.
No surprise then that Ryops picked Knalli. The privileged junior Shurpeha hovered at his chieftain's side further up the beach, tensely waiting along with the ceremonious Subos and his temple flunkies for the advancing army to make the rendezvous. Burning torches planted in the soft sand lined either side of the approach like runway lights, channelling the already regimented warriors.
The crouching Dokran looked the worse for wear. Lack of sleep only partly accounted for his patently haggard state. Spending the bulk of the night coordinating battle plans with Chulib, wrongly working on the misleading projection that they were pitted against an inferior two hundred Fish-with-Hands instead of the grave enormity of having a thousand plus tridents pointed at the Surge, Ryops finished up by hitting the bottle, toasting the foregone victory.
Any excuse to drown his fears. No warrior himself, Ryops chugged every drop of fortifying arrack his maidservants could liquor him up with. There was something to be said for downing Dutch courage. Once that supply ran dry he had the stoppered bakau juice wine drawn from his private stock, noisily guzzling the aged nectar until he slumped into drunken oblivion on his lonely sleeping mat, the bamboo empties strewn about like dead marines.
Unwilling to join the Dokran in getting plastered, Chulib sensibly retired to his own quarters and meditated. Clearheadedness was to be the order of his day come morning.
Pity Ryops failed to emulate Chulib's temperance. Paying the price for his getting hammered, the Dokran's hangover was an oppressing weight threatening to squash him like a bug. Every pore in his body lodged a screaming protest at being drunkenly abused. Irrationally, Ryops blamed half the gods for his debilitation. If Vhello and Enayres had not collaborated on whipping up their ambrosial concoction, there would be no firewater to afflict mortals stupid enough to inebriate themselves. Transferral of that fault naturally shifted onto Eskaa. Spiteful, Ryops looked askance at him, hoping his eyeballs would not pop out of their sockets in doing so.
Propping up his sagging chieftain, Knalli exemplified Shurpeha steadfastness. Dokrans quite literally leant upon their bodyguards for support. “Smarten up there, chief. The Subos is watching. You don't want to make a bass of yourself."
Overhearing, Eskaa sneered deprecatingly at Knalli. “Too late for that, tadpole. The notion that drunks are lovable is a gross misconception. Your master is a disgrace to the whole atoll."
"A Piawro is known by the company he keeps, Subos. I guess your limited partnership with the Dokran means you're just as unloved,” Knalli retorted on Ryops’ behalf.
Eskaa let the rejoinder go unmet. It was beneath him to trade quips with a lowly, unclothed bodyguard.
Fighting nude except for a foot wide sash of dried ray skin, the skimpily attired Shurpeha was not cowed by Eskaa's trademark flamboyance. In his mind the magician-priest's draping mantle and conical headpiece were overdone fashion statements.
Having a temple lackey jostle Knalli out of the way as another forcibly lifted Ryops up by his underarms, Eskaa admonished the suffering Dokran. “Pull yourself together. I didn't invest valuable time and energy in this detestable advertising campaign to let my carefully contrived image of yours be tarnished by you being unable to hold your liquor! You've been a public figure long enough to know a Dokran must always present a façade of calming strength. Thanks to my efforts, the masses hero-worship you. Smile for your adoring fans, Liberator. You're about to win a war."
Pushing off the smothering acolyte, Knalli menaced the other religious groupies with the tip of his recently issued spear. Trading in his customary sword for the user-friendlier underwater weaponry, he technically turned the titled conflict into the Hundred and One Spears War.
They cleared away from Ryops, leaving him tottering.
"Pathetic looking saviour,” a scornful disciple of Eskaa's boldly hissed. The butt of Knalli's spear driving into his stomach stifled further insult.
"Save it for the fish,” Ryops croaked, reasserting his authority. “Infighting only weakens us."
"Dokran, as always your grasp of reality is stupendous."
"And your flair for the dramatic is oddly lacking today, Subos. What's the story? No creative juices flowing."
"Wood shortage. Trees are at premium these days. Predictably, there's a ban on bonfires. Awfully hard to mount an applauded performance without sets."
Not that Eskaa wanted to hog the stage today. The magician-priest deliberately toned down his invocations. 500 warriors were about to conduct a large scale, reverse amphibious assault, leaping from the eroding, overpopulated land into the roomier, richer sea. An incalculable number of heroic frogmen would not be coming home. In a rare moment of respectfulness, Eskaa deemed a flashy show inappropriate under the circumstances. Their send off should be low key and dignified, warranting the stately procession and haunting fanfare.
"Promise me no drums, Eskaa. My poor head can't take another hammering."
Strangely accommodating, the orchestrating Subos cancelled the upcoming percussion segment of the ceremony. Muffling the unbeaten drums until the army returned, hailing the conquerors and in turn preceding the victory celebrations and associated feasting, the tattoo would usher in a golden age of Piawro civilisation with Eskaa alone the drum major.
The frog army and its followers pulled tautly up to a halt before the stationary amphib hierarchy. Chulib greeted his Dokran with a wordless nod. They had concisely expressed their partings the night before. Theirs was a working relationship built up on trust over the years that exceeded the usual patron/protector rapport. The boss Shurpeha stayed the Dokran Teh's truest, and only, friend. Distressingly, Ryops actually said goodbye rather than farewell, giving Chulib the uncanvassed inkling his chieftain might not make it back.
Wisps of smoke from the avenue of burning brands trailed listlessly into the sky, unstirred by even a single puff of wind. It was as if Soruca held his breath until the outcome of the battle looming. Acoustics broadcast a reciprocating level of expectation, the final note of the bugling shells lingering in the suspenseful air before dissipating into leaden silence.
"The gods be with you."
"As the gods guide you."
The assemblage's response to Eskaa's litany sounded like rolling thunder in the electrified tranquillity. His follow-up blessing was restrained eloquence. Drawing his technicolour cloak about him, the yellow imprinted red warming the dawn chill, Eskaa's top-heavy, metalled mitre hat hampered him from solemnly bowing his head. Modulating his voice with the required sincerity, he wove his spell of oration.
"Let Terrible Vhello's fire inflame your hearts, even as Divine Enayres boils your blood. Immerse yourselves in the heat of battle. Fear not mortality. War means sacrifice, but death transcends life. Righteous Soruca will shepherd the living and the fallen home to the Blessed Isle, where Holy Ceretas waits to bid the glorious dead welcome into hallowed Dughenna. From this gain solace ... guaranteed are you all Kadi Nho. This day marks the supreme trial, an ultimate test of faith. Alive or dead, not a one of you shall be denied the honour of rebirth. So concur the brother Elementals."
Waving over an acolyte cupping a shell bowl in his careful hands, Eskaa dipped a finger into the brimming bakau dye contained within—the depletion of the coastal mangroves moving apace as the juggernaut consumption of the inland jungle forced loggers to fully exploit the only remaining timber source, creating a surplus of leaves for the manufacture of the indelible chestnut stain—and daubed the timeless symbols for fire and earth on the forehead and chest respectively of both the Dokran and his personal bodyguard; the first to ignite the resourceful warrior passion to do battle, the second a reminder that in their hearts they fought to preserve their isle homeland. Little did the recipients know that the artful Subos had just squiggled them with recognisable bullseyes.
Hopping back from his devious handiwork, the Subos rounded off his general invocation with the earnest ribbit, “Go with the grace of the gods."
The absence of cheers was glaring, the seashore silent as the grave. In war there are no winners, only survivors. Spiritual assurances were scant comfort when playing a lottery in which dying was the booby prize, and this dawning day illumined many dead frogmen hopping.
Chulib came forward as the unexcited army shuffled to form ranks at the waterline. With the enemy blockade set up in shallow waters only a stone's throw offshore, the five hundred strong Piawro would breaststroke out to prise apart the Fish-with-Hands” stranglehold on the high seas. Driving his shield upright into the sand, Chulib placed his freed hand on Knalli's rigid shoulder and recited the Shurpeha credo to the younger frogman. “Guard unto death,” he averred, instructing afterwards, “Stick to Ryops like breadfruit glue. He is the father of our generation. Defend against fish and frogs. Ensure he stays unarmed. With a spear in his mitts, the Dokran poses more of a danger to himself than the enemy.” Ryops’ many bruises from sparring with his preferred guard attested to his ineptness.
"Will do, boss,” pledged Knalli.
"I ought to be accompanying you. Were it not for the Dokran's mulishness, mine would be the first spear flung into the seawaters."
Chulib sighed away his envy. Surveillant was a poor consolation prize when he should be the one blooding his warrior sect. Harassing Eskaa might have provided an interesting distraction if Ryops had not shackled his homicidal intent. “Don't take a swing at the Subos unless severely provoked,” was Chulib's curtailment. That said, baiting Eskaa did hold a devilish appeal.
Snapping back to the present, Chulib blithely punched Knalli's chinless snout. “Do the Shurpeha proud, froglet."
Knalli hastened to again take up position at Ryops’ side, the comparably body-painted chieftain poised to address his warriors. Mindful that brevity was today's buzzword, all the Dokran loudly croaked was, “The hand that cooks with the ladle rules the sea."
Confused looks met his utterance.
Reducing his catchphrase to bare bones for the benefit of his untaught listeners, Ryops was better understood second time around. “I'm hungering for some breakfast. Let's go liberate."
Receptive nods partnered tentative spear waving.
The Subos flagrantly shook his head. Ryops, you fool. His nemesis unwisely regarded this outing as nothing but a glorified fishing trip. Clearly the Dokran's mindset was not focused on war and such ignorance would add to his undoing.
Bounding into the placid surf, Ryops splashed to a befuddled halt in ankle-deep saltwater awash with predawn greyness. Looking sharply about, he was dismayed to find himself alone in entering the waveless lagoon. Seeing Knalli hesitating on the beach along with the unmoving army, he quizzed him. “Why is nobody following me? Water too cool for your liking?"
"We're waiting for the tide change, chief. Nobody egresses the Surge until the currents are favourable."
As that was a good hour away yet, Ryops lamely hopped back to shore, the disdaining eyes of the Amphib Army upon him.
Slipping a bamboo hip flask out of the lining of his sash, Knalli offered his sulky Dokran a heartening nip. “Scale of the dogfish will doubly dull your hangover and any embarrassment."
Ryops dismissed the goodwill gesture. “Drinking on the job is frowned upon.” Abruptly changing his mind, he impolitely snatched the flask out of Knalli's extended hand. Taking a hasty swig annulled his disapproval.
Openly smiling at his rival's idiocy, Eskaa's deemed his takeover bid was going to come about far easier than schemed.


Chapter Fourteen"They're coming in force!"
Cerdic grinned at the sentry excitedly relaying the findings from his latest sonar sweep and prodded Lasbow's ribs roughly with his elbow. “You wanted action, Captain. Seems like you've got your wish."
Lasbow did not share the Merking's enthusiasm. Quite the opposite in fact. For two quiet months Desolation Reef lived up to its name as an aquatic wasteland, deserted by fish and fry alike. Over that period of time the besieging Cetari unwearyingly staked out the tidal gap to Lunder Atoll's saltwater moat, their crucial undersea supply line stretched tenuously thin, waiting for the mass attempted Landhopper breakout which never came. Other than the odd canoe foolhardily making a run for it, only to be overturned and the paddlers sunk along with their craft, the majority of blockade-runners comprised lone swimmers irregularly probing mermen defences. That excitement aside, the weeks were spent watching largely empty and inactive seas.
The past few days, boring repetitions of the wasted sunlight hours gone before, had the captain of the brave Seaguard wanting to call it a day. The only action Lasbow desired was to pack up their seagrass bags and swim for home before the war Cerdic was so riskily pushing for eventuated. Unfortunately, the power to call off the blockade rested solely with the gung ho Sovereign of the Seas and the crowned madmerman exhibited the limitless patience of a stonefish. Misreading his commander's edginess as a suppressed desire to fight only cemented Cerdic's commitment to the submarine siege.
"How many did you count?"
"A whole school of them,” the spotter reported to his quizzing captain.
"Excellent.” Cerdic, his sword tucked gingerly under his armpit, rubbed his hands together in murderous zeal. “More frogmanned wood-bones to scupper."
"No, Sire. They're swimming."
"Even better. Their arrogance and stupidity makes them easier targets."
"They'll be using the outgoing tide as a springboard,” construed Lasbow, “meaning their ride through the currents will momentarily disorientate them upon emerging. That gives us a precious few moments of advantage."
"An edge we'll not squander. Deploy the frontline Seaguard units either side of the Surge."
Respectfully, Lasbow suggested, “Don't you want them sited downstream a ways, Sire? Too close to the exit point and our own mermen risk being swept off their flukes by the surging currents."
"That'll cause us to partially lose the element of surprise."
"Better that than brave Fishers. They already know we're here waiting for them."
"Place the mermen as you see fit, Captain, but I want them in position and ready to ambush the Landhoppers when I give the whistle. How far off is the enemy?"
"Half a click away, Your Majesty,” gauged the monitoring Seaguardian.
"Then what are you fish-lice waiting for? Get fluking!"
Earlier, it took all of Lasbow's subtle powers of persuasion to induce the Merking to think outside the boxfish in terms of battle tactics. Outwardly innovative, the blockade had run aground on the sands of the atoll. With no way of progressing ashore, the besieging Cetari were simply treading water, unable to go further, unwilling to lose face by withdrawing. Superior mermen numbers confined the Landhoppers to their island and Cerdic would use that same brute force to blunt the belated armed reaction directed against his barricaders. Thanks to his farsighted captain, instead of putting all his fish eggs in one seagrass basket by meeting Landhopper aggression head on with a full scale counterattack using his entire submarine army, the eager Merking allowed Lasbow to split the blockaders and crucially hold a number of their warriors in reserve to respond to any unforeseen and unpleasant turnarounds in the tide of battle. Cunningly, Cerdic was allowed to think the strategy had been entirely his idea.
Lasbow's ingenuity did not extend only to tactical planning. Examining captured Landhopper weaponry and debriefing Seaguards individually in the wake of their successful first engagement, he came to the worrying realisation that merman tridents were unsuited to general warfare. In spearfishing parameters the pronged whalebone thruster was an unqualified design success, but when applied to an underwater combat scenario its very specialisation produced an unsafe drawback. Lasbow had himself experienced that limitation when the barbed heads, ideal for snagging fleeting fish, became maddeningly embedded in a foe's flesh and needed to be cut free, dangerously wasting time and exposing any Fisher busy cutting to sneak attack.
Resolving to remedy that problem, his solution was necessarily simple; shave off the barbs. Unsurprisingly, his practicality met with vehement resistance from King Cerdic, labelling the modification a defilement of merman tradition. Banned from implementing his sensible improvement on the grounds (or waters) of sacrilege, Lasbow managed to convert a squad of personally loyal Seaguardians over to the streamlined upgrade behind the Merking's back. The reconstruction at least permitted those particular warriors, selected for the ability to keep their mouths shut, to relieve the tedium of endless waiting and patrolling. Determined to trial the customised weaponry for the betterment of mermankind, he gambled Cerdic would surely give his approval after seeing the adaptation in action and, in doing so, overlook Lasbow's overt disobedience.
Rallying his cadre, their simmering desire for action of any kind pulsing in time with the tidal fluctuations of the nearby Surge, fretfulness trembled the captain's confidence. The time for proving the modified tridents was on hand, and this was one test Lasbow could ill afford to flunk.
* * * *"Ho! Over here, chief."
With Knalli's hail reeling him in with the same certitude a sennit rope could have, Ryops kicked over to rejoin his anxious bodyguard. Hundreds more frogmen bobbed messily on the rippling surface in the Surge's outflow, their frantic calls to reform scattered ranks bouncing back and forth over the dividing wave tops. Not game enough to traverse the Surge underwater dictated that the Landhoppers navigate the mishmash of currents topside. Braving the funnelled waters was an accepted difficulty, so the disorganised frog army, strewn about like coral “leafs” by the submarine “winds", came as no surprise. Annoying, but anticipated.
Visually homing in on his Shurpeha's uplifted spear acting as a pointer, Ryops tread water with Knalli as the regrouping warriors began pulling themselves together from confused rabble into an orderly mob once again.
Chafing at the chaotic delay, Knalli dropped his spear with a frustrated splash. “Hardly the bests of starts."
"Inauspicious,” agreed Ryops. “But goodness sprouts from heaped guano."
"Yeah, Dokran ... weeds included."
In no mood to contradict his protector's pessimism, Ryops wallowed in an eddy and his own physical misery. Tolerant of saltwater for only short stints, the Piawro preferred the purity of a freshwater dunking. Surfing the outgoing tide only worsened the chieftain's unrelenting hangover. It was if a miniature beater drummed a tattoo inside his head. All that, factored in with the heaving ocean's mimicked breathing, left him queasy and peevish. Fishing and seasickness did not mix.
Waiting twitchily for the last of his ragtag army to fall into place, Ryops was on the verge of giving them the thumbs down, the signal to dive and commence the invasion, when trills of confusion and alarm sounded above the guiding ribbits.
"Fish attack,” Knalli instantly deduced. And he did not mean sharks.
Craning his stunted neck above the wavelets, Ryops spied the cause of the hullabaloo. Irregularly spaced splashes along the fringes of the formation marked the dramatic instances of Piawro warriors being snatched from beneath and dragged down to their deaths by aggressively bold mermen. Even before the Dokran recognised the trickles of deathly crimson pooling on the surface for what they were, he heard himself croaking the command to submerge and fight.
The planned coherence of the invasion fell apart into a farcical free-for-all.
A nictitating membrane sliding up and protectively over each eye gave Ryops a clear underwater picture of the unfolding debacle. Attacking Fish-with-Hands were indeed individually darting up from the depths with the ferocious speed of surfacing megasharks, harpooning luckless amphib spearmen on the ends of their cruelly barbed tridents and towing them downwards to shark-tooth wielding compatriots. Horror-struck, he looked on powerlessly as the hooked and hapless frogmen were knifed to death, turning the crystal blue sea a morbid shade of red.
The amphibimen retaliated unthinkingly, bristling spears descending en masse to meet the armed fish on their own terms, the Shurpeha vanguard taking the fight to them first. Grabbing his chieftain's arm and hauling him back, Knalli prevented Ryops from following them down, determined not to endanger him. Puzzlingly, ten of the Shurpeha extras also lagged behind, even as their peers plummeted into the dangerous deep.
"Let go, Knalli. I have to join them, to take charge,” Ryops protested, his croaks equally loud undersea. “My nightlong strategising will be for naught if the army plunges in leaderless."
Refusing to loosen his grip, Knalli pointed downwards with the index finger of his spear-carrying hand, greying now from battle-lust. “Too late for that, chief,” he said. “This clash is degenerating into a catfish fight already."
Noticing the loiterers, the Dokran croaked annoyingly, “What are they hanging about for?"
"They're added protection."
Ryops’ querying frown confirmed his suspicion.
"Chulib did insist,” Knalli rather sheepishly confessed.
* * * *Lasbow held back from smiling. Although his slash-and-dash mode of attack proved devastatingly bothersome, the contest was in its opening stages and far from over, let alone won. The Cetari merely nibbled at the edges of the frog army, not bitten a crippling chunk out of the beast. No militarist, the commander of the Seaguard relied on the tried and trusted spearfishing technique of ambush to devise tactics for warring with their amphibious adversaries. Dispersing before the descending Landhoppers, the Cetari skirmishers retreated as rehearsed to deeper water. The baited frogmen rushed after, their vengefulness blinding them to the trap about to be sprung.
Impatient as ever, Cerdic rode the bow wave of the responding assault, his handled swordfish bill cleaving the water and any oblivious hostiles in its arc as pods of ascending Fishers collided with their enemies. The half thousand amphib invaders impacted with eight hundred indomitable Cetari, spears clattering unevenly against tridents. Lurking on the sidelines with his elitist Seaguard group, plus a couple of hundred reservists, Lasbow watched on as the Merking shaped the battle's progress. Not content to be a backseat ruler, the Bounty Reef sovereign forged ahead, deluding himself that he was shark proof. The handful of accompanying Seaguardians Lasbow designated to shield the reckless monarch ensured that was so, ferociously fending off any frogman stupid enough to go after the merfolk figurehead.
This was no long distance battle, but a close-quarters mêlée utterly devoid of rules or mercy. Mermen and frogmen lunged at each other with reciprocal tenacity, impaling each other on bone and stone and wood. Seen to be doing the bulk of the spearing, the Fishers from the outset outnumbered, outfought, and outclassed their froggy foes. Finding their landside training not a patch on Fish-with-Hands fluidity, the Landhoppers began to suffer telling fatalities. Regimentation wilted before free thought. Excelling at independent scrapping, the Cetari initially swam circles around the invaders, inflicting mounting losses on their foemen whilst themselves receiving minimal casualties.
Early into the battle Lasbow's gravest fear was realised. Tridents became lodged inside their victims, some wrenching free when tugged hard enough, others stuck fast and snapping along the haft from the stresses placed on the brittle whalebone by amphibs bucking wildly about in their death throes. The majority required to be physically cut free, resulting in severe woundings to many cutters when surviving frog-spearmen rallied to the plaintive trills for help from their impaled kinfolk, jabbing at the frantically sawing Fishers with their black spear points.
Uttering a determined click, Lasbow led his relief column into the fray, streaking through the undersea battlefield with the speed of dashing marlin. Obeying his earlier directives, the specialist Seaguardians paired up and split, a designated spearer engaging Landhopper targets with the barbless trident while his partner watched his back. The remaining reserves attacked at will, tipping the fish scales back in the Fishers” favour.
Rashly flitting amongst the warring peoples on his lonesome, the Seaguard officer tested his reworked trident, slickly skewering the first of the enemy he happened across, before moving on and running the next one through. Any qualms that had surfaced from his initial Landhopper kill three months earlier were suppressed, duty diluting blameworthiness. Lasbow's squad performed with corresponding efficiency, spiking amphib after amphib until the seas ran red with frog blood, the Landhoppers deader than the skeletal coral forming Desolation Reef.
Their timely entrance freed up Cerdic to single-mindedly pursue his goal of seeking out the Piawro leader, so as to challenge him to mortal combat. Easier said than done as he hewed a swathe through the horde of diving amphibs, his battling escort hard pressed to keep up with and protect their exuberant king, Cerdic glanced disappointedly at each frogman he swatted aside. Not a one of them carried the regal bearing of an autocrat.
"Surely the Frog Prince must wear a crown to identify himself. Every ruler has a coronet of some description,” Cerdic supposed with a petulant whistle, shaving an inch off the scalp of an amphibiman slow to dodge his swinging sword.
A ray of hope brightened his gloomy frustration. By chance, a fluke sonar glance from him swept over a small group of Landhoppers loafing near the surface, and he picked out a glaring anatomical irregularity in one of the two hovering off to the side. Could he be the elusive amphib leader? Favoured by the odds, the Merking shot upwards like an escaping air bubble, dragging his guard detail with him.
Like a red rag to a bullfish, Cerdic charged headlong towards Ryops’ poison sacs.
* * * *Startled by the ascension of the tiny breakaway group, Knalli panicked. “They must've spotted the Dokran. Intercept them before they reach us!” he exhorted the dallying Shurpeha.
The ten strong contingent launched immediately into action, though not in the manner Knalli expected. Four of their number turned murderously on their fellows, backstabbing five in quick succession. Striking back, the sixth rammed his spear through one of the traitors disloyal heart before his companion turncoats answered in like.
Far from being concluded, the trio's abrupt treachery was redirected against Ryops and his protector. Knocked for six, the chieftain could scarcely comprehend them bearing down in worrying silence, their bulgy eyes and sanity clouded by religious zeal. Piawro simply did not war with each other!
"Chu's infiltrators,” he murmured, dejection in his ribbit. The Subos had subverted otherwise trustworthy Leapers. “May your skin dry out and flake off for your treachery, Eskaa."
"Get going, chief!” Pushing the Dokran away from him, Knalli thrust his levelled spear out toward the oncoming traitors. “I'll hold them off for as long as I can."
That was not a terribly long time. As one of the three assassins skirted the Shurpeha loyalist to swim after Ryops, his fellow conspirators confronted Knalli.
Knalli acted decisively. Brushing his lead opponent's javelin sideways with the shaft of his own, he deftly stuck the traitor in the throat, turning to face the slaughterer's sidekick after shaking the speared corpse off his blooded obsidian tip. Too slow to block the spearhead aiming for his face, brave Knalli died when the glassy black point punctured his left eye, driving through the brain and erupting out the back of his skull. Leaving his lance embedded in the slain Shurpeha's head, Knalli's killer prised the bodyguard's own spear from his death grip and set off after the escaping chieftain, goaded on by the irony that the weapon meant to defend Ryops would be the one to snuff out his life and chieftainship in one foul thrust.
Not daring to look back, Ryops frogkicked with all his might, looking for an escape route that simply was not there. Making for the lagoon was out of the question. A return to the island meant waiting for a tide change and the fleeing chieftain could not afford to tarry that long. Flight out into the open ocean was not an alternative either; amphibs were no seamen. And as for Ryops’ fighting prowess, well...
That left option D, and Ryops hastily took it.
* * * *Cerdic clicked an oath. The marked amphibiman plunged headfirst right by him, unmindful of his lapse in judgement. Counting on his escorting Fishers to deal with the two frogmen trailing after, the Merking looped back in pursuit of his slower quarry. On him in seconds, Cerdic hacked at the frightened chieftain's pumping frog legs.
Weaving madly, Ryops came to a vexing standstill, made dead in the water when hamstrung by the king's swordsmanship. Trilling madly, the crippled Dokran clutched despairingly at the rent skin behind his right knee, the warm blood flow from the deep gash mingling with the tepid sea; the sensation of pain yet to register on his disbelieving senses. His gamble had not wholly paid off. Avoiding impalement from aspiring assassins, his ignoble death would instead be delivered by an armed fish.
Sensing he at last had the right frogman in his sights, Cerdic oddly relinquished his sword to the nearest of his Seaguard not busy neutralising Eskaa's hired spears. This would be a hands-on killing, a personalised retribution for the murder of Lorea; the life of the Frog Prince taken as payment for that of the Merprincess. In Cerdic's haunted eyes that was a fair swap. Emitting a potent sonar burst stunning his victim within its cone of intensity, the vengeful Merking seized his disorientated Landhopper counterpart by the throat with his powerful hands, and squeezed mightily.
His eyes bulging more than normal, his hands dangling uselessly in the current, Ryops’ life flashed contritely before his fixed sight. Sadly, the show was pathetically brief. Reviewing his nonexistent accomplishments illustrated the Dokran's glaring failings. His incapacities to father an inheritor, reform the unequal caste system, and address the chronic shortfalls in food and housing all jumped out at him, mocking his ineffectiveness at remedying them. He could not even constrain Eskaa's priestly meddling. And to boot, the Subos was right all along concerning the Cetari; fish with hands and brains. Shamed at not attaining even the least of his goals, the heirless chieftain almost welcomed the oblivion of death to absolve his guilt.
Cerdic was not yet ready to oblige the Landhopper he so merrily choked.
"You'll suffer, as my darling Lorea must have suffered,” promised the riled Merking, momentarily reprieving the Dokran Teh. Releasing his chokehold, Cerdic gouged out Ryops’ distended eyes with his thumbs.
Blinded, adrift in a sea of pain, the Piawro chief croaked his misery. “Warring with you was never my want, Fish-with-Hands. Conditions forced me into taking this drastic action. I don't wish to die, for the hopes of the Piawro surely perish with me."
The unintelligible lament meant nothing to the Merking, as did his ravings in Cerat that lashed the stricken amphib boss. Sequestering the knife from the belt of the Seaguardian minding his sword, Cerdic maliciously pricked Ryops with the razor tip of the megashark tooth, each watery drop of blood he drew a punishment to compliment his rebukes.
"This jab is for depriving Minoh of her eldest daughter ... this one's for making Ahlegra an only child ... mustn't forget robbing Lasbow of his ticket to my throne..."
On the next poke Cerdic left the point under the skin of the flinching Landhopper's thigh, meanly twisting the enamelled stabber until his anguished ribbits tautened into insufferable trilling. “I'll make you pay horribly for what you wrenched from my heart,” he swore, sinking his needle teeth into the Dokran's shoulder. Biting down, egged on by Ryops’ writhing torment and the bitter taste of amphib blood filling his mouth, Cerdic tore out a measure of frog flesh. Spitting out his trophy, he had his cruel fun cut short by a three-headed spear slamming into the Landhopper's sunken chest.
Ryops shuddered once, twice, and went into shock. Trickling blood escaped from the sides of his slack mouth. His torment coming to an end, his useless eyes closed. Engulfed in calming blackness, the chieftain hoped for a moon tonight. The path to Dughenna would be a pleasanter journey illuminated by moonlight. Minutes later the Dokran Teh of the Piawro drifted off into the eternal bliss of death.
Lasbow extracted his trident, but not before Cerdic, in his disgust and ire, turned on him. “What's the meaning of your interference, Captain? This scum deserved endless torture for his crimes.” The Dokran's corpse wafted idly in the current, the boundless sea his graveyard.
"We are not animals, Sire. Never should we sink to their level, even in retribution. Nupterus will condemn us all to flight for this debauchery."
"Not only do you interrupt my play, you dare presume to know the will of the Sea God. How bold of you, Lasbow. Do you wish also to pre-empt my actions as Merking?"
"I am a faithful Seaguardian, Your Majesty."
"Who covets the kingship of Castle Rock. Do not deny this! I see the lust in your eyes."
Lasbow saw only madness flaming Cerdic's. “This is not the place for arguing the point."
"What better time then, Captain? Look about you. The Landhoppers are in complete disarray. We are victorious."
The commander did not doubt the mad king's assessment. The bulk of the frog army floated massacred in the sterile waters, their deadness colouring the oceans with failure. Already the Fishers started their mopping-up operations, mercilessly helping those few amphibs surrendering to join their slain comrades. Whereas Cerdic foolishly considered this engagement the defining battle, Lasbow viewed it for what it really was. A precursory skirmish to the impending clash when thousands more frogmen would storm the seas and deluge the Cetari with death.
"Certainly we've won this round, King Cerdic, but the next will prove our undoing."
"I find your attitude defeatist and cowardly.” The monarch's whistle had the ring of a sneer to it.
"I'm being realistic!"
"You need to be put back in your place, Captain Lasbow. Perhaps even relieved of your command."
"In the middle of a war we cannot hope to win? Without me, you'll lead us all to our ruin."
"Treasonous talk! That is cause enough to remove you from your post permanently. Hand me my sword.” Hesitating, the Seaguardian looking after the Merking's slasher was surprisingly unsure where his allegiance lay. Never had the dilemma cropped up to choose between king and captain. Cerdic shook his fist at the indecisive Fisher. “My sword!” he insisted. The merman nervously withheld it still.
"The Seaguard seem to be doubting your judgement, Sire."
"They have not the right. I command their obedience."
"But I've earned their loyalty."
Respect counted for much amongst the premier Fishers. None would lift a hand against their esteemed commander. But therein lay their quandary. Neither would they openly raise a trident in opposition to their sovereign ruler.
The deadlock binding him could, in Cerdic's assessment, be resolved in only one way. “So it's come down to a pissing contest between me and you, Lasbow.” Flashing the borrowed knife in the face of his wavering bodyguard, the Merking snatched back his sword. Discarding the tooth, he threw down the challenge. “Let us be at it then."
"Sire, no good can come from our duelling. Every able-bodied merman is needed if we are to survive this tribulation. The Cetari must remain unbroken, presenting a united front to the enemy."
"Quick are you to butt in, yet you fear to confront me out in the open.” Tapping Lasbow's reshaped trident with the point of his sword, Cerdic's muttered click rapped the captain with equal disdain. “Sneaking behind my back is your preferred style.” His provocation remaining unmet, the Merking laughed loud and scornfully. “You haven't it in you to commit regicide."
"Unlike yourself."
Before he could control his reaction, Cerdic stiffened. His body betrayed his guiltiness.
"So the rumours were true,” read Lasbow, solemnly nodding his disenchantment. “What dastardliness induces a merman to murder his own brother? As the forgotten second son, were you that desperate to become top dogfish?"
"Compulsion makes a merman do heinous things, Captain."
"Referring to your sick obsession with Lorea now?"
"I was only ever a doting stepfather."
"You display a perverted concept of love, Cerdic. She was your niece!"
"And personal advancement was not the impetus behind you wooing the elder Merprincess? Don't make me laugh again, Lasbow. You aren't that noble.” Comprehension placed a dry smile on the Merking's mug. “Fishtory is repeating itself. You're angling for Ahlegra, since she's the surviving, available, daughter."
"Are we jealous?"
The annoyed swish of the sword confirmed Lasbow had hit the mark. “At least I merwomanise under no pretence. I've only ever been in it for the sex. The Sea God knows I get no companionship from Minoh. To think the depths I sunk to, the energy I expended to make her mine. If not for the enjoyableness of gaining the crown, my efforts would have been absolutely wasted."
"You wanted the Merqueen all along?"
"Lust is the bane of all mermen. The desire for affluence or affection makes monsters of any one of us.” Intent on ramming his point home, the unhinged Merking hoisted his sword against Lasbow. He would never relinquish his kingship to his moralising guard captain. The equal of any Fisher, Cerdic vowed to hack Lasbow into titbits for the eels to snack on.
Coming on the defensive, Lasbow had an inkling some time ago that matters might well come to this, how he would be obliged to act treasonously. But to depose Cerdic he risked overthrowing the monarchy. He gripped his trident tightly in resolve. As always, whatever he did was for the betterment of the Cetari. Even if that meant killing a king.
Cerdic froze. Or rather his scowling countenance did. “I can't move my face,” he alarmingly whistled through numbing lips.
Lasbow floated firm. Was this real, or just some ploy to unbalance him?
"My eyes!” wailed Cerdic. “My sight blurs. I cannot see."
Lasbow lowered his guard. The deceitful Merking was incapable of subterfuge on such an elaborate level. Slaying his brother and claiming it an accident was the extent of Cerdic's duplicity. He simply was not that good an actor.
Cerdic started trembling, his steely blue skin darkening into a ghastly shade of purple. The sword dropping from his unclenched hand, he rolled onto his back, convulsing violently.
"The king has fallen!” Forgetting their differences, Lasbow rushed to his side, helpless to aid the afflicted regent. A number of Seaguard in earshot went with him, equally impotent. Cerdic's spasms doubled in concentration, his pain and fear broadcast in screeching whistles.
"What's wrong with him?” they simultaneously wondered.
"It's as if he's been stung by stonefish poison,” one of them compared.
"Bind him to still his thrashes,” ordered Lasbow, shouting to be heard over the shrilling. Snatching up the royal slasher before it sank beyond reach, he added, “We tow him back to the Rock. Ochar will know what therapy with which to treat him."
One Seaguardian did not bother to unwind his belt rope, and folded his arms. “The kingfish'll be dead before we've swum halfway."
The pessimistic merman was wrong. Cerdic expired then and there, right before their shocked eyes, his tremors silenced into limp finality.
Assailed by a flurry of condemnatory stares, Lasbow spread his arms wide in a non-threatening gesture of guiltlessness. “I never touched him. You all saw this. I could not have poisoned Cerdic."
"Nonetheless, the fact remains,” the cheerless Seaguardian proclaimed. “The Merking is dead! All hail Lasbow, Steward of the Three Seas."


Chapter Fifteen"Put your backs into it, you maggoty tadpoles. Push I say!"
Twelve tons of war canoe trundled ponderously across log rollers, the pushers grunting and wheezing from the exertion of manhandling what many secretly called Eskaa's Folly through the logged rainforest. A continuous relay of toiling frogmen rotated the rollers from back to front while their grumbling workmates put their shoulders to the hull, ensuring the uninterrupted progress of the outsized dugout over the bumpy terrain down the wide jungle path.
The vine whip brandished by the burly overseer cracked frighteningly over the heads of the slogging Burrowers, persuading the work gang not to relax its effort. “Keep up the pace! The beach is within hopping distance and the Subos desires his flagship in the water before the tide turns again tonight,” he bellowed from his position riding in the massive vessel.
"We'd move a lot quicker without his extra weight,” griped one gasping labourer, pining for the shade that the defunct trees had provided to blot out the unceasing sun. It was hot, heavy work.
Below on the bleached sands, Eskaa's pride beamed through his stickiness as the war boat inched out of the treeless landscape and into the channel the Diggers were in the process of finishing excavating down to the water's edge. Manoeuvring the canoe sideways off the creaking timber rollers, the flagged pushers slumped gratefully onto the beach for a well-earned breather after the roughly hewn keel settled with a thump into the top end of the trough. Their short respite would be over the moment waiting Climbers attached thick drag ropes to the prow for the final haul to the lagoon.
Standing in his shadow, Chulib looked up at the cheerful Subos with glowering eyes. Having earlier ditched his weighty robe in the interest of coolness, Eskaa was unadorned except for his silly feathered torc and venerable staff of office. “You could at least display a modicum of grief,” suggested the Shurpeha. “A lot of good amphibs tragically died this morning."
Still smiling, Eskaa shrugged uncaringly. “They're replaceable.” He deigned to glance down at Chulib. “Missing Ryops are we?"
"The Dokran was my chum, as well as chief. Lunder ought to be mourning its loss."
"I'll organise a memorial service for our gallantly slain leader after this invasion is successfully concluded. He'll be fittingly martyred for his sacrifice and those that died with him eulogised too, despite today's debacle. I suppose even losers deserve remembrance, if only to learn a lesson. But for now we amphibs wage war, not weep like a beached sea turtle."
Chulib muzzled his sorrow, struggling to accept his changed circumstances. Mere hours ago he keenly awaited the Dokran's triumphal return, only the silent seas washed up not the army of victors as expected but a solitary warrior bleeding from defeat. Rescuing the stranded survivor salvaged his horror story of the Amphib Army suffering a mortifying pulverisation at the hands of the fingered fish. Lucky to have fled with his battered life, he reported there was no chance of others escaping the carnage; their annihilation calculated and complete. The Dokran Teh, the Shurpeha extras, the draftee lancers—all likely terminated. It was pointless to hope otherwise. The mute celebratory drums would stay unbeaten.
Temple acolytes promptly whisked the shaken and exhausted escapee up to the mountainside compound to dress his wounds. That was the last anyone heard from the hurt Leaper. Eskaa later announced, with apposite sadness, how the patient had croaked, succumbing to his injuries. A natural hatched cynic, Chulib quietly suspected foul play. In his estimation as a fighter, the frogman's wounds were survivable. What did the victim know, or perhaps damningly had seen, of the battle that made him such a threat to the priesthood to warrant his elimination? Did Ryops in fact meet his grisly end as imagined, or were those responsible more froggy than fishy in form?
Chulib might never find out. Today the governing power of the atoll had inalterably shifted in focus, and with it swung his allegiance.
Capitalising on Ryops’ presumed death with organisational swiftness, as if the contingency plan for such a dire happening had been laid out and put into motion even before the frog army embarked from Lunder's sandy shores, Eskaa claimed dominion over the island with his typically persuasive eloquence. To do so he hurdled 500 years of tradition with scarcely a blink of regret.
Hosting a hurriedly convened rally, the Subos, after making a suitably teary announcement bewailing the “noble death of the Dokran and those courageous souls he led,” put his proposal to the many thousands of Piawro gathered in stunned silence on the shoreline. “Change is thrust upon us,” he had said, “and the Elementals, in their infinite wisdom, have seen fit to put their wanton people to the test. We are to change or die. You are all witness to the dawning of a new era. Prosperity will return to Lunder Atoll and its inhabitants, when the island is brought under new management. Counselled spiritually by the Brother Gods during my prayer time, they unanimously commanded that I become sole superintendent."
Ripples of astonishment wrinkled the crowd's muteness.
"A Dokran has always ruled over us,” a malcontent Leaper bravely croaked from the front rows. “It has ever been that way."
Already Eskaa's acolytes, distributed slyly throughout the assemblage, marked the outspoken amphibiman for disposal afterwards. Opposition troubled nobody if it could be removed everlastingly.
Raising his hands to shush the mutterings, Eskaa rebuked the throng. “Your misgivings are groundless. Are your memories so short? Bellies growl empty, land is at an all-time premium, and sickly froglets drop like flies. Traditional methods of rule no longer work. Face the fact; generations of Dokranry have failed us."
"And the Suboship intends to bail us out?” The sneering detractor felt foolishly bold in his heckling.
"I will put right the maladies ailing the atoll and restore the flagging pride of the Piawro. But if you need convincing, if any doubt my ability or empowerment from the Elementals, let the Shurpeha decide my worthiness. What say you, Chulib? Is my legitimacy valid? Am I fit to be more than spiritual leader of the Piawro?"
Genuinely astounded by Eskaa gambling on his support, Chulib amazed the gathering and himself by giving the underhand magician-priest a ringing endorsement, a turnaround made all the more surprising by their longstanding mutual enmity. “I am oath-bound to uphold the will of Lunder's recognised ruler,” he straightforwardly said. “If the gods ascertain it is to be the Subos alone, then I freely follow Eskaa."
His justification was simple. Ryops had to be dead, leaving no heir to fill the void. Devious and dirty Eskaa stood out as the obvious candidate to become his replacement. Chulib did feel as if he was doing a disservice to Ryops’ memory, but there was method to his madness. The best way of continuing his watch over the blameworthy magician-priest was not from the sidelines, but as his sidekick. Who else on the isle was there to keep alive the moral principles that died with the Dokran?
The transition period was sensibly short. By midday word spread across the deforested isle of the Subos absorbing the general leadership duties of the Dokranry, upping the already substantial power the priesthood exercised. To many his rise in station came as no surprise, was indeed a mere formality. Unofficially, most amphibs already regarded Eskaa as their true leader. This morning's event only confirmed the promotion. As for Eskaa's investiture, the ceremony was informally succinct. There would be time aplenty for pomp and pageantry when the victory celebrations commenced. Fish-with-Hands on a spit would make a grand feast for all celebrants.
"Was your secret meeting with the Climbers profitable, Chulib?"
The enquiry nearly floored the Shurpeha captain. Garmented still in his ropey battle-wear, Chulib put down the sword and shield to remove his helmet. “How did you find out?"
"The gods see all and tell me everything."
More likely your spying flunkies. The meeting took place on the far side of the atoll, presumably out of sight of prying eyes.
"It was only a matter of time before they approached you, now that you've risen from being the third to the second most influential amphib on the atoll. What did they promise you to withdraw support for me?"
"They offered me nothing I don't already have."
Eskaa's smile broadened. Chulib was firmly under his thumb. “Your constancy is appreciated."
"I didn't do it for you, Eskaa. Things are in turmoil enough around here without adding civil strife to the pot."
"I reward those who are loyal to me."
"I don't want your thanks. It's not like we're pals."
Eskaa laughed a mirthless chuckle. “I'm not expecting you to be fond of me, Chulib. You hate my guts and I yours. That won't ever change.” Theirs was a working relationship broadly akin to the strained pairing of he and Dokran Ryops, except for one fundamental difference; Chulib was infinitely stupider and easier to dupe. He ceased chuckling. “You just have to serve me unquestioningly."
Already having trouble complying, Chulib pointed a querying finger at the relocated war canoe. The elemental symbols for earth, wind, fire, and water adorned the hull in bas-relief, each patterned in the likeness of the Piawro gods to which they were attributed and painted correspondingly in green, white, red, and blue. “What insanity possessed you to commission the boat builders to chisel out that monstrosity?"
"You've been the Dokran's stooge far too long. Ryops always did think small. Working for me, you'll soon appreciate bigger is better."
Gazing at up at the taller frogman, Chulib doubted that. “It's awfully large to be a fishing kayak."
"Don't insult my intelligence, Shurpeha. Not even you are so dumb that you can't recognise the ultimate war canoe for what it is."
"For you to parade about in as Dokran of the High Seas?"
"Hmmm, some of Ryops’ dry wit rubbed off on you during your seasons of lackeying. That pleases me. I'm glad to still have someone to trade insults with."
It was Chulib's turn to wryly smirk. “There'll never be a shortage of insults for you in my camp, Eskaa."
The Subos was unbothered. “I'm not here to be popular. You'll captain my super canoe. Some moons ago I had carvers select the largest tree in Corakk to sculpt—clandestinely of course, since Ryops would have only labelled it an absurd expression of my vanity—into a dugout unparalleled for magnificence. There are certain Climbers I hold sway over. This is a war boat that'll strike terror in the hearts of our gilled enemies. It's gigantically unsinkable. And you, Chulib, get the honour of steering the paddlers out of the lagoon into the strait with impunity. Not even a thousand Fish-with-Hands could scuttle this baby."
"This canoe of yours will carry what? A hundred Piawro, at most."
"One hundred and thirty, including paddlers."
"If five hundred amphibimen can't trounce your handy fish, one canoe-load stands no chance whatsoever,” scoffed Chulib.
"But the invasion fleet it will be leading does. Check out what's moored in the lagoon."
Shading his eyes with the cone of his helmet, Chulib stared at Lunder's salty moat. Corakk's woody splendour resided now in the flotilla of dugouts recently anchored in the sheltered waters, the felled boles given a new lease of life as watercraft. Thirty and fifty footers comprised the bulk of the armada, with a score of two-frogman canoes making up the rest. Exceptionally good with numbers, Chulib did the maths. “Filled to capacity, we should be able to transport over a thousand warriors!"
"Nearly twice that many if we rope a line to the stern of each canoe and tow support rafts."
Eskaa planned for everything it seemed, except the obvious. “We haven't that amount of trained fighters.” Knalli missing in action left Chulib eleven professional soldiers on the whole island. Not enough for even a hockey team.
"They aren't required to be skilled combatants. Just zealous fishers."
"There aren't nearly enough spears left with which to arm them."
"They'll use stick and stones to fight with, their teeth if I tell them to. For someone who was in favour of this fish fight, I'm getting vibes of reluctance off you."
"The wasteful deaths of frogmen I've been chummy with dulls my enthusiasm."
"Find it again. I'm told revenge is the surest motivator."
Being the Dokrany's hired muscle infused Chulib with self-worth. As the chieftain's enforcer, he sustained Ryops’ lofty ideals. He was a do-gooder, one of the good guys. That seemed a lifetime ago now he had sold his soul to Eskaa, his job description changed to that of rented goon. But a warrior's heart beat in his boneless chest and the hankering to do battle undeniable. True, Chulib had switched masters, but not codes.
He did have one niggling doubt that demanded answering. “Subos, had you prior knowledge to sending the army off that the fish blocking us in schooled in superior numbers? Be truthful, if you remember how."
"I'm a cleric, not clairvoyant."
Sighing, the option-less Shurpeha returned the prickly helmet to his head. “I'll break the siege with my bare hands, even if it means having to gut and scale every Fish-with-Hands barring my way."
"That's the spirit, Chu. I can call you that? Ryops used to.” Chulib's unreceptive scowl warned Eskaa not to over jump the mark. “No matter. You won't be alone. There'll be an army of frogmen backing you up."
The chief Shurpeha gritted his smallish teeth. “My only hope is that there's enough of them to do the job properly this time."
"Don't sweat it.” That was a silly statement, as frogs do not sweat. “Trust your Subos. All you need is faith."
* * * *The Cetari victory had the stigma of defeat scabbed on to it. In the wake of Cerdic's demise the mermen rapidly abandoned their precariously tenable siege and hightailed it back to Bounty Reef.
We won by the skin of our teeth Lasbow reflected on the tussle, waiting agitatedly in the throne room for Queen Minoh to make an appearance.
A sprinting messenger, ensuring a fitting reception greeted the arriving warriors, carried word of the battle's outcome ahead of the Fishers” homecoming. Emerging from her reclusion, Ochar organised a pod of mermaids to nurse the wounded, herself personally approving the treatments dished out. The valiant dead, the purpled Merking included, were cut free from their towage lines and interred in the sombrely lit grotto at the bottom of Castle Rock reserved exclusively for that sad function. The capacious sea cave quickly filled to overflowing.
So many wasted dead.
Lasbow's unspoken lament encompassed the Landhopper lives expended in the needless scuffle. Perhaps he was subliminally aware how the fates of the Cetari and Piawro, like tangled fishing lines, were hopelessly entwined. What befell one, consequentially affected the other. The repercussion of today's bloodletting was the severest form of racial convergence imaginable. Frogs and fish had concurrently lost their leading man and, robbed of their traditionalist ruler, turned to unconventionality to plug the gaping hole created by the void of an unfilled heirdom. For the amphibs that meant elevating their priest. A more radical solution faced the reeling merpeople.
A gliding mergirl slipped gracefully into the cavern and Lasbow bit his lip in confused surprise. “Princess Ahlegra, I am expecting your mother."
"The Merqueen sent me to convey her apology, Captain. She shan't be receiving you."
Trying his best to be tactful, Lasbow probed, “Minoh's aware of the losses incurred on Desolation Reef?"
"She's learnt her husband is dead."
"And we are presently kingless and without direction."
"Mother knows that too."
"Then she must realise it's imperative I consult with her. Hard decisions affecting Castle Rock need to be made without delay.” He floated forwards. “Where is she, Highness? Hiding out in the royal quarters?"
"She'll refuse you admittance.” The Merprincess steered clear of meeting his hardened eyes, but missed avoiding him grabbing her arm.
Lasbow's curt clicks openly bore his frustration. Squeezing Ahlegra's wrist, he implored her, “I must see the Merqueen! The very future of the merpeople is in jeopardy."
"You're scaring me, Captain."
Appalled by his actions, the Seaguard officer yanked back his offending hand and turned away in disgust; he imagined himself above hurting any merwoman. Did that despicability lurk inside every mermale, itching to break out?
Shyly, Ahlegra reached out to reassure Lasbow and stopped short of touching his shoulder. She never was as forward as her sister.
"Ahlegra...” He fumbled his apology. “I'm not sure what came over me."
"Your sense of duty, Lasbow.” The Merprincess went red in the face. “It's what I admire you most for."
"You've admired me?"
The dashingly handsome Seaguard captain was desired by every mergirl old enough to blush. “Easy to do from the background.” Fearing she revealed too much, Ahlegra clammed up.
"Castle Rock is in the gravest danger,” Lasbow reminded her. “The Landhoppers will come against us again, next time in overwhelming force."
"But you defeated them."
"One successful skirmish doesn't win a war. The Rock is in dire need of strong leadership and Minoh is heiress to Cerdic's rule."
Ahlegra smiled benignly. “We both know the absurdity of that notion. Never has a merwoman governed the Cetari. You Fishers would never float for it."
"Let Minoh become the first,” Lasbow advocated. “She's already queen. Investing her with the king's powers makes perfect sense."
"Lorea would've made a better proposition. Her bitchier temperament was ideally suited to such a role. She confided in me that indeed was her dream.” Pouting, Ahlegra regretted thinking badly of her protective big sister. They were alike in nature once, twins in all but age. But Lorea blossomed into a feisty, opinionated mermaid, Ahlegra remaining a wallflower. Lorea selflessly sheltered her little sibling from their depraved uncle's attentiveness, and Lasbow carried on shielding the younger Merprincess unasked.
"My mother is terribly distressed and in no fit state to decide anything. She's still coming to terms with Lorea's death, let alone wanting to take in Cerdic's downfall. It's all too much for her to bear at once."
"I heard they weren't terribly close, the king and queen."
"You aren't the only merperson obliged by duty.” Easing herself behind the black coral podium of power, Ahlegra coyly asked about her stepfather's demise. “Did he linger?"
"Cerdic fell ill soon after slaying the prince of the Landhoppers, from a venom the frogman somehow him injected with at the moment of his death."
"Like the prick from a lionfish spine?” The neurotoxins from any of the scorpionfish family packed a painful, albeit non-lethal, punch for the careless.
"Only quicker and deadlier,” Lasbow passed on. “The Merking went numb and blind moments before his heart stopped beating."
Cerdic expired from the toxicant genetically peculiar to the Piawro Dokrany. Ironically, he died at his own insistence. Strangling Ryops brought his skin into unavoidable contact with the chieftain's fire engine red throat sacs. Accidentally squeezing the membranous pouches enabled the poison excreted to seep directly into his pores. Paralysis of the respiratory system followed with swift lethality. With no antidote, no cure, Cerdic doomed himself. The Merking became the victim of unwitting suicide.
"I'm glad Cerdic suffered. He deserved that and much more besides."
Ahlegra's iciness troubled Lasbow. A mermaid this youthful ought to be fun loving and carefree. The teen princess was far too young to feel so jaded. “The Merking won't be preying on anyone ever again,” the captain muttered gratefully.
Lasbow took a moment to study Her Shyness. By no means stunningly beautiful, Ahlegra possessed a demure plainness unspoiled by her kinsman's lechery that the captain found far more attractive than her looker of a sister's hard-bitten gorgeousness. How could he have not noticed Ahlegra's understated allure sooner? Simple; she stayed lost in Lorea's overshadowing wake.
That was all in the past.
"If the Merqueen has no interest in assuming the duties of the sovereignty, the next in line is logically you, Ahlegra."
The mermaid clutched the podium from shock. “Me? Preposterous!"
"You are Merprincess."
"We've been over this. Castle Rock is a patriarchy and just as immutable as the sea stack our home lies beneath.” The reality of that was manifest. So too was the solution Ahlegra pointed out. “You are the best merman for the job, Captain. No other is fit to take over the kingship. Was that not your intent all along anyway?"
Lasbow made his confession and cringed, waiting for the fallout. “I admit I only wooed your sister for her crown."
"That was plainly obvious, even to an eyeless river dolphin.” Ahlegra came out of hiding from behind the living plinth of jet polyps, the active light-fish caged overhead prettying her plainer looks with its bobbing glow. “And then you redirected your charms onto me."
Feeling transparent, Lasbow stammered defensively, “M-My intentions weren't impure. I was acting only in my professional capacity as Seaguard commander, as your protector."
"Then you have no personal agenda related to me, as you did with my sister?"
"The situation's entirely different. There's no comparing you with Lorea. I mean that in a good way.” Lasbow took Ahlegra's hands in his and assured her. “Corny as it sounds, I completely respect you."
She gazed into his equally sable peepers. “Mother gave me a message to pass on. She asks that you wear the crown with pride. There, Lasbow. It's said. You've the Merqueen's full support. What more could you want?"
"My heart's desire."
"You have achieved your lifelong ambition, Captain. No need to romance me."
Lasbow persevered. “And if I choose to?"
She touched his cheek tenderly with a timid hand. “I always played second blowfish to Lorea.” Lasbow went to click something, but she placed a trembling finger on his mouth. “The firstborn is naturally privileged. I accepted that right off. Big sister eventually enjoyed the popularity and learnt to exploit it. It was also Lorea's bane. Being the eldest attracted the kingfish to her. But I can offer you what she could never have given ... genuine love. All I ask in return is for you to honestly love me back. Are you capable of that?"
"If you let me try, we could find out."
She tittered.
"What amuses you?"
Understanding the awful difficulty conducting a waterspout, the marine version of a whirlwind, romance in the present climate, Ahlegra said, “Dearest Lasbow, you'll have your hands full directing the defence of Bounty Reef."
"They say love conquers all."
"Will it vanquish the Landhoppers?"
To that, Lasbow offered no reply. Anxious to adopt the kingship, he steered the conversation back to the bottom line. Time was critically of the essence and questions of love would necessarily have to wait. “How do we proceed from here, getting me crowned?"
"You brought the royal hat along with you?"
Lasbow's no came with a shake of his head. “It rests with the Merking's body lying in state below."
"Go there, remove his crown and place it on your own head."
"That's it? No fanfare, no formal coronation?"
"The urgency in your clicks tell me we'll have to forego ceremony for the time being."
There was that racial convergency again, invisibly linking Cetari to Piawro, the new leader superseding the old without so much as a hurrah.
"Mother speaks highly of your thoroughness. I take it you have in mind a game plan for defending Castle Rock you'll want put into action as swiftly as possible. To achieve that requires expediting your ascension."
Thinking Ahlegra too petite to be a kingmaker, Lasbow raised a valid point. “I'll need witnesses verifying my appointment."
"Unnecessary. Your Seaguard, the Fishers also, will accept your kingship without proof.” Ahlegra flashed a yellowy smile. “You're that likable, and no doubt aware of your charisma. The mermen will do anything for you, follow you anywhere. The mermaids too."
Lasbow was convinced her waiflike winsomeness could warm the coldest of seas. My sight's been clouded, but now has cleared. “How did you get to be so seaworldly, Ahlegra?"
"Observing. You can glean a lot simply by watching."
"You'd have made a formidable Merqueen. Sure you won't reconsider?"
Clinching Lasbow in an embrace that made his mouth go dry and his pulse race, the princess whistled promisingly, “I can picture myself soon becoming queen anyway ... after a suitable period of courting, naturally. Must do things properly, my Captain. Although I couldn't have foreseen winding up a war bride."
A conundrum smacked Lasbow. As Merking, he would have to officiate at his own wedding!


Chapter Sixteen"They aren't down there."
Leaning over the side of his newly wetted war canoe, Eskaa reached out and meanly tweaked the eyeball of the scout. “Where did they go then, fool?"
Clamping a hand over his scrunched eye, the trilling frogman whined, “I haven't the froggiest idea, Subos! I dived right to the bottom of the reef, checked every sea cave all the way down. The grottos are emptier than my belly. There's no sign of the Fish-with-Hands anywhere. It's as if they simply vanished into fresh water."
Eskaa thumped a fist into his open palm. “They can't be gone!” The dynamism of his campaign hinged on the handy fish being in place at the ascribed fishing hole. The Piawro craved seafood and Eskaa dared not disappoint. If he failed to dish up the tailed takeaways, his own butt would end up in the frying pan. Glancing westward, the lowering sun going out in a blaze of glory, its heavenly fires set to be extinguished by the placid sea after dipping below the horizon, further fumed the Subos. The looming sunset imposed insoluble time constraints on storming the reef before the hampering dark of night fell. “Chulib! Belt up."
Grimly silent, the Shurpeha chief rose nakedly. Like Eskaa, he dressed down for the occasion, attired solely in his birthday suit. Rope armour was well and good for putting on a show of strength landside, but amphibious operations required sleekness and freedom of movement.
Well, mostly.
At a click of his stubby fingers, a helper looped a weight-belt comprising holed rocks of even size and heaviness strung along a length of sennit cord about Chulib's middle-aged spread. Tying it off with a quick release hitch knot, he adjusted the cumbersome sinkers until they sat comfortably over his hips. All across the fleet other frogmen were readying for action, likewise strapping on their own girdles.
Another of Eskaa's bright ideas, getting stoned was part of his rapid deployment plan. The weighted down warriors would descend with swifter purpose, the buoyancy of the saltwater no longer an impediment to the incursion. Ultimately, for this phase of the operation it mattered little if the Fish-with-Hands were at home or not. In fact, the Landhopper takeover of Castle Rock and the outlying reef unopposed simplified the invasion immensely. Establishing their undersea beachhead quickly and quietly enabled the Piawro to track down the errant enemy at their leisure.
Hoisting the newly adopted spear over his head, pointlessly wishing it was his preferred macana, Chulib gestured for the waves of belted amphibimen to drop off into the sea. In groups of ten and twenty, fifteen hundred fighters brandishing everything lethal from spears to stakes, clubs to coshes, hit the water greened by the overcasting greyness.
The wind picked up, a gusting westerly that slewed the anchored canoes and satellite rafts about their shoaled moorings. Imparting a nod of salute to his new lord and master, Chulib jumped fearlessly overboard, two Shurpeha backup splashing after him.
"Happy hunting,” Eskaa sincerely wished him. The other regulars remained onboard the giant dugout guarding their Subos. With nothing left to do but wait for reports on the invasion's progress to surface, Eskaa made the most of his free time thinking up a new title to describe his tyrannous clout. “Gods” Son has the right ring of authority to it,” he snootily decided.
* * * *Dropping spread-eagled like the proverbial stone, Chulib abided the repugnance of his oceanic dip. Despite the lateness of the season, the sea remained pleasantly tepid, but the salty water irritated the sensitivity of his osmotic skin. He smiled unrepentantly. 1,499 fellow frogmen were feeling equally discomfited. Misery loved company.
Executing Eskaa's command to deliver an unforgettable reprisal to the manimals, damning them to whatever hell fish fried in, Chulib was spurred on more by his personal need to avenge the deaths of Ryops and Knalli, a hankering for retribution bringing recklessness to his actions. Folding his arms and unwieldy spear behind his back, he straightened his kinked legs as much as the backwards facing bones allowed and dove steeply, picking up speed and depth with equal measure. His escort duly copied.
Catching up to his web of warriors, unfurling to completely drape the submerged bastion of the amphibs unfathomable foemen, he left them behind with a brisk croak of encouragement. That was the extent of directing his forces for now, his brief from Eskaa expectedly crude: fan out and fish for the enemy.
Don't be flash and improvise. Simply engulf the Fish-with-Hands beneath a breaker of death. Kill and conquer them.
Chulib understood the direct purity of violence better than any other Piawro, with the exception of his new master. Learning about his enemy was unimportant to Chulib. Sharks gulped down other fishes without devouring their life history. Curiosity never his bag, Chulib operated on the “no need to know” basis, exemplified by his unthinking obedience. When asked by his master to jump, the frogman only wanted to know how high. All Chulib required to neutralise an adversary was the where and when, not the why.
The lead search party swarmed through the royal sea caves, followed closely by other invaders pouring eagerly into the varying sized undersea grottos a hundred feet farther down. All emerged disappointingly empty-handed. The trailbreakers vented their frustration by desecrating the terraced ridge flat, smashing to a pulp the vividly coloured coral gardens no longer appreciated by the forlorn Merqueen. The one-eyed scout reported true. The enemy had seemingly abandoned their stronghold, giving up the bountiful reef without a fight.
Chulib suspected otherwise, or at least Eskaa did. The rundown given by the Subos on likely Fish-with-Hands habits before their embarkation, wholly piecemeal extrapolations more conjectural than concrete, pointed to a fierce territoriality on their part. Chulib thought the theory sound. Willing to cross the channel to besiege Lunder Atoll, the handy fish were unlikely to surrender Castle Rock without a protest. Chances were good they lurked in the vicinity.
"Go deep!” he called up to his stymied frogmen. “If they're anywhere hereabouts, we'll flush them out."
"How far down must we drop?” a clubber queried.
"Until you come out on the other side of the ocean, if need be. Just find and butcher them."
Unconcerned about the danger of the Fish-with-Hands getting the jump on his crew, the decisive senior Shurpeha was confident he commanded superior numbers to repel an ambush.
Continuing their rapid descent, Chulib and his escort plunged down to 300 feet, the steadily blueing and cooling water doing nothing to dampen the hot vengefulness firing his belly. Drawing parallel with the dungeon grottos, his oversized eyes normalising the gloom to an acceptably reduced level of vision, Chulib was unsurprised when confronted by challenging Fishers streaming out of the unlit openings. Obviously the scout, afraid of diving too deep, failed to inspect the bottommost caves.
"About time,” he muttered, yanking his ripcord. The weight-belt fell instantly away into the depths, freeing Chulib up for the frog versus fish competition. And his first contestant happened to be Lasbow.
* * * *Leading by example, the kingly Seaguardian surged from Durgay's former cell, ironically using the merfolk vessel of imprisonment to jumpstart safeguarding Cetari freedom. By now Castle Rock's refugees were well away from the battle zone, benefiting from a half-day's head start. Turning a blind eye to commonsense, Lasbow quashed Ahlegra's protest over his decision to captain the small force stationed behind valiantly fighting a delaying action, granting the populace precious more time to escape unmolested. He and Cerdic shared the same regal streak of independence.
The choice to impose self-exile upon the Rockers proved far easier to make than implement. Resistance to the idea of cowardly swimming away, abandoning their ancestral homeland nearly proved impossibly strong to overcome. In the end, trust in their newly accepted Merking, vouched for by his undyingly loyal Seaguard, swayed the intractable merpeople to forsake Bounty Reef forever. With the odds stacked against them and no real prospect of routing this larger army of frogmen, the best hope for the Cetari lay in starting afresh somewhere beyond the reach of Lunder's hostile natives.
Loosing off disabling sonar blasts which knocked Chulib's escorting frogmen off-guard, the ambushers zeroed in on the middle Landhopper who, judging by his carriage, was clearly some sort of commander, probably their vanquished leader's replacement. They veered off at Lasbow's insistence to leave the burlier amphibiman for him.
"Remember, hit and swim,” he whistled to his mermen. For every Cetari submariner, ten amphibiman usurpers were sinking fast to anchor the Piawro claim on not just Castle Rock or Bounty Reef, but the whole of Pah Ocean. Accordingly, the Rockers method to harass the Landhoppers to the point of distraction, and not engage them in a full frontal, head-butting contest they would surely lose, was a sensible decision on Lasbow's part. Survival, not suicide, was the catchword for today. Forming into squads of three, each individual sporting a reworked, barbless trident mandated by their recently installed regent to be a radically more effective instrument of war, the grimly heroic Fishers ascended to play tag with the intruders.
Putting his own advice into practice, Lasbow fired his inbuilt sonic bioweapon at the oncoming Shurpeha and rolled smartly away. Assuming the kingship also meant receiving the bequeathment of the Merking sword, an inheritance he swiftly consigned back to the ceremonial closest to be dusted off—the sand, that is—for special occasions. Like Chulib, he preferred the comfortableness of standard weaponry.
Listing as if he had been bludgeoned with an invisible club, Chulib somersaulted backwards. Tough as he looked, the leading Shurpeha recovered stupendously fast and jabbed at the banking merman before he swam out of range. Startled by the prick from the obsidian spearhead scraping across his tail flukes and leaving a ragged, red smear, Lasbow revised his strategy and reversed course.
Thrusting at the retaliatory Landhopper, Lasbow found his questing trident deflected by Chulib's expert parry. This frog was no softy, but another of those mysteriously better and thankfully rarer combatants previously encountered, as evidenced by his greying skin gone largely unnoticed in the darkish water. Imprudently drawn into a protracted duel, the Seaguard captain traded unsuccessful lunges with the practised amphib, quickly realising he was far out of his depth. Chulib's recent mastery with pole weaponry outstripped Lasbow's spearfishing proficiency with the trident. Sparring with identically armed peers resulted in a greater level of expertise than that which stemmed from lancing fish that do not stab back.
Before he could regain his lost edge by unleashing a second, stronger pulse of immobilising sound waves, Lasbow reeled from Chulib's savage bout of jabs and feints, ending with the point of the Landhopper spear hurtfully grazing his left shoulder. Strike two. The third hit would no doubt put the adopted royal out of action, probably for good. Realising conventional fighting techniques would not defeat his expert foe the newest Merking tried the unorthodox.
Displaying a supreme effort of will, Lasbow flung aside his prized trident, savagely yanked the offending spear out of Chulib's grasp and grabbed for the surprised frogman, seizing a wrist in each of his strong hands and head-butting his enemy for good measure. Now that is called using your noggin! Boasting a skull nowhere near as thick as his opponent, Chulib rashly returned the favour and neatly brained himself in the process. But the duel was not over just yet. Dazed as he was, the disarmed amphibiman looked to have plenty of fight left in him.
Mindful of Cerdic's horrific poisoning, Lasbow feared shifting his grip to throttle his Landhopper catch in case this boss possessed the same devious defence. Their respective lances rapidly sinking out of sight left Lasbow his belted knife and Chulib outwardly weaponless. But as the informally crowned Cetari king contemplated drawing his fearsome fish tooth, an enamelled saw equally deadly in or out of a megashark's terrifying maw, Chulib stirred and thrashed about.
Left with one option, Lasbow flicked his tail and dived, pushing the squirming Piawro ahead of him. Arms pinned helplessly to his side gave Chulib no choice but to go along for the ride, spouting abuse at his captor. “Release me immediately, fish face, or I'll disarm you—literally! I'll rip them off at the armpits and beat you about the head with them, you brainless brute. Do as I say! By the gods, fight me like a frogman, you underhanded, overgrown goby."
Not taking the threats onboard, not the least because the bullying Landhopper's ribbits were merely an incoherent babble more galling than terrorising, the Merking focused on powering the up and down strokes of his sweeping flukes, propelling him toward the inky depths even as the intrinsic phobia of the abyss rose within, fluttering his stomach. Even the dashing and daring former captain could not avoid an unsettling panic attack.
Skimming downwards over the reef slope, the fan-shaped gorgonian corals brushing irritatingly against Chulib's exposed back, the pair swept over the abrupt ending of the incline and out into fathomless space. His belly seemingly rushing up into his mouth, Lasbow angled straight down, totally letting go of his inhibitions. Recognising his peril as the gloomy rock face walling the foundations of the reef hurtled past his upside down vision, the frogman's croaky bluster fled him as the twilight blue dimmed frighteningly into directionless black. Crossing the drop-off marked the point of no return for Chulib. He was perceptibly exceeding the maximum survivable depth for any unprotected humanoid. From hereon, the Shurpeha boss lived on borrowed time.
The clear-cut, clamorous din of battle also receded the deeper they plunged, muted not so much by distance but the dampening effects the darkly suppressive seawater generated. Submersed in the silent blackness with no reference points other than the undersea crag at his back, Lasbow grittily maintained his precipitous dive. In a little under two minutes he transported his unwilling passenger to the thousand-foot mark and showed no sign of slowing, let alone stopping. For Chulib, this indeed would be a one-way trip.
Were it not for his induction into the Seaguard ranks and rapid rise to his captaincy, Lasbow's selection as a vaunted whalebone diver would have been a certainty. Given the proper training, the Cetari innate fear of the Deep was not an insurmountable debilitation for those deemed physically and psychologically fit for undertaking such arduous and chancy plunges. Every handicap can be overcome with perseverance. And potentially Lasbow might have turned into the best Retriever since Hulcer dived phenomenally deep into fishtory.
Though the pitch-blackness masked Chulib's alien countenance from him, the merman acoustically monitored the resigned amphibiman, felt the mannish frog's quickened pulse through his limp wrists, actually saw in fuzzed ultrasound images the Shurpeha's frantically beating, frangible heart. Chulib's terror was corporeal and Lasbow detested the brutalities of war, despised himself for contributing to the inflicted carnage. That shame did nothing to halt his giddying descent.
Chulib suddenly became animate again and distraughtly blubbered, “I am Shurpeha! I'll not meet my end at the bottom of the sea at the hands of a mutant fish!” In an act of pure desperation he wrapped his legs around the merman's tail, pluckily trying to stem their freefall. Lasbow easily bucked free and speeded up, or rather down.
Pressure sickness gradually afflicted Chulib. Starting with tremors, his useless hands trembled frenziedly, followed by his shaking feet. Next his vision turned blurry and impaired, although in the liquid blackness loss of sight was no inconvenience.
At 1,500 feet the deepening coolness of the inky water nipped tellingly at Chulib's extremities, reducing his struggles to feebler protests and steadily numbing his resistance, even though his involuntary spasms continued undiminished. Every osmotic breath he drew in spread the frigidity further through his body, crystallising his icy cells, plunging his body's core to an unpleasantly cold level. It was as if he was freezing from the inside out. By comparison, the chillier depth for Lasbow was a minor irritant, the layer of thick fat sandwiched between his skin and muscle tissue superb insulation against the plummeting temperature. Added to that, mermen benefited from being thermally warmed, enabling them to withstand punishing coldness. You might say they enjoyed organic central heating.
Already bettering his own personal dive record by 104 feet, the elevated Seaguardian never ceased to marvel at the thirst of prepubescent Fishers to explore ever deeper when the undersea scenery at this sunless depth and beyond stayed a characterless and static black desert of watery cold.
The mounting pressure trampled Chulib's will, but despite his body progressively suffering irreparable tissue damage he stubbornly clung to life, his deadening fingertips and toes twitching madly. Frustrated by his foeman's tenacity, Lasbow was forced to plunge even deeper than envisioned.
Scheming to see the intolerable pressures associated with the extreme Deep squish the life from the fragilely boned Landhopper, Lasbow lacked the anatomical acumen to know 80% of an amphibiman's body was composed of water. In physical terms, this meant a frogman's internal pressure equalised to that of the forces of the surrounding environment pressing in on his frame from all sides, cancelling any discrepancy and rendering him incompressible. Until he passed crush depth for the Piawro, after which the bodily gases present in dissolved form, ubiquitous oxygen and nitrogen, could no longer maintain their pressurised equilibrium, compacted, and ... boom! But since no islander had braved the briny inner space further than 150 feet down, nobody living in or out of the water had any inkling of the dive tolerances for frogmen. Sadly, Chulib, about to make an important scientific discovery, would not live to boast about the unenviable acclaim of becoming the deepest plunging Landhopper ever.
Lasbow's headlong pitch down through the mesopelagic zone continued unchecked. The fathoms ticked monotonously by for the speedily sinking Merking and he inexactly gauged his depth at around 2,000 feet from the nuances the intensifying water pressure exerted upon his finely tuned bodywork. The bony nodules ringing his eyes tingled from compression, as did his digits, cramping now with the extended effort of holding firm his deadweight prisoner.
A full mile down saw the acute cold utterly leach the fight from Chulib, paralysing his shivers and sucking from his insensate body what scant warmth remained. A frosty dread encrusted his icing bones with deathly permanence, weakening his grip on life. The time for prayer, beseeching Enayres, the Piawro God of Water, for deliverance from his fate, lay out of reach above Chulib's head. Not that the Landhopper deity held much sway over the Cetari sea god; He and Nupterus were scarcely on speaking terms! Fogged with cold, Chulib's chilled brain started shutting down, the cogs of his cognisance freezing solid. His wits disjointed and scrambled, the doomed amphib did not have the presence of mind left to assemble any thought but formless despair.
Organically, Cetari were outfitted to swim unconstrained at any and all depths, the only limiting factor to their range being tiredness and the fact that food and oxygen were scarcer at the deepest levels of the ocean trenches. Boasting skeletal scaffolding stressed to withstand the imposing rigours of deep sea diving, their engorged ribcage was a prime example of natural bioengineering. The twinned swim bladders that critically regulated buoyancy and capacitated the merfolk to operate anywhere between the wavy surface and frigid seafloor sat encased behind bony framework stronger than mild grade steel but one-sixth the weight, flexibly elastic, and pressurised by water-filled capillaries reinforcing the core of the bones to solidify them against damaging compression.
Landhoppers were nowhere near as robustly built. Hypothermic effects aside, they could tolerate the fluctuations in liquid densities thanks to their permeable skin, internal pressure matched to that of the embracing water. But not indefinitely. Freshwater compression at the bottom of a 300-foot lake was a mere fraction of the enormous pressures encountered in sea dives ranging over a mile or more. Not only that, Chulib's overstressed body bore another hardship to contend with. The salinity of the briny deep was enough to salt the frogman's flesh ten times over, and he had reached saturation point.
Perceiving a constricting of the frogman's compressed biorhythms, Lasbow increased his pace even as a giant, invisible fist clenched Chulib's body.
The imperilled amphib literally began falling apart. First his protuberant eyes cracked like eggs, the vitreous humour—the jellied, transparent filling which maintains an eyeball's sphericity—spilling like a runny yolk. The blinding pain barely impacted on the wilted frogman, mercifully spared feeling the escalating torment. Next his eardrums burst, creating a domino effect embroiling his respiratory organs. Amphibs registered sounds twofold, their hearing boosted by an uninterrupted air link from the ears to the lungs which assisted in determining from where a noise emanated; a direction finder unique to frogkind. Thusly, Chulib's rupturing tympanic membranes triggered his lungs to flatten to one-sixteenth their normal size, preceded by his unfortified chest wall collapsing in on itself.
From there, health-wise, things spiralled from bad to worse for him. Arteries sundered amid rippling organic implosions, the uncontained blood deluging the wreckage of the delicate kidneys and spleen, crushed by the overbearing sea. Not even the miraculously regenerative powers of the liver prevented the biggest gland in the body from destructing implosively, the vital chemical processor mashed to worthless pulp. Lastly, Chulib's premier workhorse muscle, his triangular three-chambered heart, imploded, its robustness no protection against the concerted pressure. Deprived of its powerhouse pump, Chulib's frozen and fractured body shutdown completely.
Well nearly. Its final act expelled a heavily diluted gush of urine, mixing with the warm blood trickling from his body's orifices and briefly taking the chill off the cold water.
Immediately letting go of the peeing frogman, crinkling like a crumpled piece of paper, Lasbow whistled his relief. Crushing the frogman had taken far longer and gone far deeper than planned, but his accomplice prevailed in the end. The sea always was a fickle mistress ... mother one day, murderess the next. He latched on to that perception, grasping it as if it were a life preserver before guilt over killing the frogman barehanded sucked him down. Technically, the ocean was his murder weapon, perfectly silent and untraceable.
Suspended in the weightless dark, Chulib's contorted corpse floating motionless horribly close, the Merking considered fishing about for his discarded trident and regrettably flagged the idea away. He could ill afford to squander precious time on that wasted task. His narrow-beam biosonar was poorly suited for general searches, and the ocean immeasurably vast. He could be scouring the inky seas for hours without any luck, his unclaimed trident drifting within spearing distance and him none the wiser. Lost to the Deep, the whalebone weapon would return to its original resting place on the sediment thickly muddying the seafloor.
Looks like I'll have to become a swords-merman after all.
From fathoms below a groan like the shuddering of continental plates locked in a perpetual pushing match sawed intermittently through the black water. Only it was not a tectonic murmur.
Lasbow should have ascended urgently to rejoin his band of hopelessly outnumbered marauders but hung about, listening attentively to the faraway growl. The intangible disturbance bothered him. Tapping into the faint pulsation of the deep ocean, his entire body an extension of his heightened senses, made the noise no less definable. The Fisher Merking could only establish the bass rumble was incredibly deep, miles beneath his flukes, and churning slothfully through the black, liquid coldness.
Versed in Cetari mythology—what maturing merboy was not enthralled by tall tales of mysterious sea monsters plying the unsounded depths—Lasbow had outgrown those fables, adulthood dismissing them as hogwash and the wild, unverifiable claims of near-miss encounters logged by Retrievers simply the hallucinatory products of deep pressure sickness. But the folklore maintained that the fabulous giant squid and octopus ran silent. There was no way those titanic, tentacled monsters uttered anything more than a burp, if you believed in that tripe.
Then the nebulous noise filtered upwards again, and faded hauntingly into the distance.
It's only the current he tried convincing himself, knowing full well there was no underwater wind that deep.
Delaying no more, the Merking rose hurriedly, driven by the irrational fear the unknown instilled, his internals automatically adjusting to the changing pressures. He would collect the survivors out of his harrying Fishers and beat a hasty retreat northwards, handing over Bounty Reef to its new tenants by default. The question was, would the occupation force be content with their hollow victory, or give chase aboard their exotic overwater vessels to the deep cruising escapees they probably paddled over unawares on their inbound journey? Catching up to Castle Rock's refugees was going to be taxing enough for his mermen battlers without side-swimming hounding frogmen. In charge of their escape, Ahlegra knew to exhort the frightened merpeople to swim hard, particularly the children and old folk. Nothing and nobody could slow their flight.
Ochar proved especially difficult to shift out of her grotto. Entrenched in her ways, the Rock's senior citizen refused to budge from her home, prepared to float alone against the invaders. Unable to dissuade her from her suicidal stance, Lasbow ordered her forcibly removed. Time had run out for subtleties. His last image of the stalwart old mergirl was Ochar glowering resentfully from between the two Fishers mermanhandling her out of seclusion before indelicately fastening a padded towrope around her hippy waist. She would not easily forgive him her indignities.
Lasbow's ascension, to power, and not his physical climb, presented an unforeseen complication. Not exactly harbouring religious zeal, the custodian of Cetari ethnicity also shepherded the spiritual welfare of his merpeople. Gaining the impression from their earlier discourse of the Merprincess being far less practically minded than him, Lasbow hoped getting better acquainted with the regal mermaid might help clue him up on his remissible lack of divinity.
But that issue could only be dealt with when the homeless merfolk were safely ensconced elsewhere. The fate of the relocating Cetari rested squarely with two distant merpeople. And no, surprisingly not Durgay and Najoli.


Chapter Seventeen"You've gotten us hopelessly lost."
Doing her utmost to ignore her beau's glum criticism of their unhappy situation, Najoli had to concede Durgay's correctness. The cold clarity of truth reflected the tremblingly frigid polar waters they had been aimlessly negotiating for two frustrating weeks. The permanent sea ice yet to undergo its seasonal break up in another month, the eight-foot dense floes sheeting the surface remained a solid deterrence to the Fisher's spyhopping habit. Prevented from indulging in his hobby only made the disenfranchised Seaguardian crankier and he channelled that frustration into bitching yet again about being off-course.
"It's hopeless. We might as well be swimming in circles. You're not entirely sure where we should be heading or how best to get there, other than Ochar's vague allusion. I'm sincerely starting to question the wisdom of that belief. I love the old dear like an aunt, but her memory is hardly watertight. She has sprung leaks of forgetfulness. Maybe “Grams” unintentionally sent us on a wild goosefish chase."
"My faith in her isn't misplaced and neither should you feel that yours is. Grammy Ochar is wise beyond her seasons."
"That doesn't solve our immediate problem."
"You're better acquainted with Nupterus than me, Durgay. You could always try asking Him for directions."
Najoli's levity did not improve his humour. “Must these waters always be so damnably dark? I swear the blackness of night is frozen in place and will never sink back into the depths."
Durgay's complaint was a valid one. Midwinter in the northern latitudes dusked the region with three months of perpetual twilight. Until springtime daylight peeped over the horizon, the desolately arid icescape, runner up in the dryness stakes only to the sandiest hot weather deserts, would remain dimly brightened by pale starshine and the locally famous aurora borealis.
Like a dogfish with a bone, the Fisher did not drop the issue of Ochar. “Did she give any other clues, anything that'll be helpful in finding the Sea God's frozen lair?"
Suppressing a discontented sigh, the mermaiden gazed up at the whitish ceiling of unbroken pack ice, the only point of reference in a liquid blue-blackness devoid of undersea landmarks that rendered Arctica Blue less than navigable.
Frozen water was completely foreign to the tropical Cetari. Sure, the occasional berg calved by glacial flows ending at Icesand did drift southwards past the meridian and into equatorial seas, shrunk and reduced to eventual meltwater beneath the broiling sun. But, by and large, such floating islands of mountainous ice passed innocuously unseen down the eastern seaboard of the southern continent, never encountered by the fishmen out west.
Understandably, Najoli exhibited a wonderment bordering on awe with the solidified seawater. The nippy polar ocean was at first a shock to the system for the warm water denizens, a discomfort which pleasantly turned into enthralled astonishment when they began bumping into sporadic ice floes that had snapped free of the main pack to roguishly float wherever the whims of sea and sky dictated they flow. Durgay's own captivation was all too soon tarnished by the chillness of the northernmost sea seeping into his old bones and soon his attention focused back on to their imperative quest. But for Najoli the ice held its rapturous beauty for the better part of their first week in the Far North.
Exhibiting an almost childlike curiosity, she investigated the crystallised water, hesitantly prodding the touchable frostiness before plucking up the courage to run her hands fully over the grooved and cracked underside of the ice sheet, the sensation thrilling her no end. Craving to make passionate love then and there, the ice oddly inflaming her desire, Durgay would have none of it. He was looking for god, not a good time.
Water was a shapeless constant, fluidic and without structure unless wrought by the sculpting wind into surface waves, which existed sadly for only the briefest moment before rejoining the oceanic collective, their transient independence an expression of nature's practical artistry; function with form. But here, at the bleakly frigid top of the world, water was delineated three-dimensionally, frozen in time and space into aesthetically warring angles and curves, a tactile feast of blue-tinged, architectural transparency. Here, water did not slip through Najoli's fingers, but could be physically handled, even remodelled if desired. Imagine what artistries these untapped blocks of ice might yield beneath the fashioning hands of a whalebone mastercarver.
Seeing unlimited possibilities to this world of hardened water, she experienced only a disappointing sadness that her lover could not open his mind to the glories the iced sea had on offer. All Durgay comprehended was a glaciated desert washed of all colour, inhospitable and unforgiving, forbidding in its cold beauty. Intuiting otherwise, Najoli strangely became the one who saw the hand of Nupterus suffusing this surreal place. No wonder the God of Seas and Skies settled in this place after his exhaustive world-forming labours. This virginal region was a boundless canvas for His stupendous creativity as a hobbyist now.
But as Najoli regarded her merman she understood that nothing captivates unendingly and a fortnight cruising Arctica Blue was dulling the initial magic the spellbinding ice held even for her. Pretty as it was, frozen seawater is just salty ice.
"There's no point rehashing what little Ochar imparted to me, Durgs. That scant information won't change. It got us this far and now it's up to us to figure out the rest.” Her hand clasped his, cold to his touch. “Have patience, lover. I didn't expect searching for Nupterus was going to be either easy or quick."
He sneered up at the impassable rafters of ice grinding ceaselessly. “Just as well we aren't air gulpers then. We'd have suffocated by now.” Death by drowning was generally inconceivable to the merfolk. How could anyone fail to breathe water?
"I guess we go back to tediously quartering Arctica Blue,” he grumped. “We can't possibly get any more lost than we already are."
That they did. Another week of unproductive seeking dragged by, turning up no results whatsoever, not a single encouraging lead as to the whereabouts of the Sea Lord's unlisted residence surfacing. And the further they penetrated the polar seas, hedged as it was by a wasteland of dry ice scarcely watered by even a drizzle of rain, the more they lost hope of ever locating Nupterus and his fabled citadel.
They fished as they went, their subsistence diet of smelt and herring pitifully small snacks barely adequate fare to meet their energy requirements and quell their growling hunger pangs. During the sunless winter months the arctic ecosystem fell into a harsh torpor, reviving when day-shine returned ahead of the wildlife that wintered in warmer climes, migrating back to take advantage of the spring bounty when life briefly flourished anew under the mildly warming rays. On occasion they could hear cod grunting in the blacker water immediately below them, a tantalisingly close meal a mere few hundred feet down which might as well have been the other side of the world. Neither of them risked diving beyond visual range of the frozen roof for fear of the unknown, blacker Polar Deep. They would rather starve than court separation.
The capping ice was at its furthermost radius, extended into continuous sheets from the shelf fringing Icesand by winter's additives. In subzero arctic conditions the ocean's surface readily iced over into a crust kept in perpetual motion by the formative exertions of tide, wind, and current. The questing couple's arrival in the roofed northern waters was well timed. Any later and the fracturing, buckling ice posed a shipping hazard even to submariners. Bergs carried the bulk of their mass underwater and once adrift in the sea-lanes from the parent ice these mobile islets brushed aside any flotsam along their unscheduled route. Getting mowed down by runaway iceblocks would bring a premature end to merfolk voyaging.
That is not to say the run in had not been without other perils. On the outskirts of the polar cap, the couple suffered the narrowest of escapes when the raucous clicking from a pack of ravening killer whales betrayed its deadly approach. Stuck out in the middle of the ocean with nowhere to hide, the vulnerable Cetari made the pact to go down together fighting. Sounding was no escape, for the toothed whales were equally capable divers and persistent hunters. His trident held staunchly at the ready, Najoli gripping their work knife unswervingly, Durgay's relief was inestimable when the honking pod swerved away toward the shoreline before the potential merfolk takeaways registered on their underwater radar, the orcas” attention trapped by a shoal of salmon corralled into a shallow coastal bay for easy pickings.
It was not their first brush with cetaceans. Way before that near miss Najoli had, to Durgay's infuriation, tried fraternising with a gam of narwhals lounging in pleasanter waters at the southernmost range of the pack ice, waiting for the disassembling spring melt and its subsequent retreat northward which prompted the smallish whales to summer again in the prosperous Far North gorging on fish and squid. Patently aloof and downright snobbish, one of the hornless cows patronisingly conversed long enough to snootily tell her to push off. Unnerved by the menacing ten foot long grooved rapier each of the tusked males aggressively sported, Durgay speedily hauled his rankled merwoman out of the slightly less frigid waters the impolite narwhals used for their winter retreat. What was with the lesser whales and their unprovoked disdain of the Cetari?
Lucky for the merfolk time held scant meaning, as the dusky sea was a maddeningly unchanging vista of whitened ice above, blackish water below. The couple dozed whenever the need to slumber drowsed them, uneasily taking short catfish naps. In an everlasting night, you did not want to give yourself totally over to sleep, in case wakefulness never came.
Over the course of their wanderings neither of them broached the unspoken concern that even if their venture was miraculously successful Nupterus's intervention, if he deigned to intervene at all, might come too late for the Castle Rockers. Durgay and Najoli could well be lumbered with the dubious distinction of winding up the last merman and merwoman left alive anywhere in the voluminous world ocean. Might that not be His divine intent all along? Wipe the slate clean to start afresh with a blank sheet, giving the seekers a makeover into the Adam and Eve of the Seas tasked with repopulating the nurturing oceans with a newer, improved race of merpeople. If so, the runaway criminals felt unworthy with such an entrustment.
The twenty-second day of listless meandering started out much like the miserable days that went before, silently cruising the invariable dullness, their tedium and hunger broken by the odd fishfinger food which chanced their way; a welcome disruption to the monotony, lamentably all too short and not wholly satisfying.
"I've never been so hungry before,” moaned Durgay.
"That's the price of freedom,” Najoli said, trying to lighten his resurging moodiness. “Exile means leaving the creature comforts behind."
"Some benefit. At least in jail you're fed regularly."
Such was the sum of their daily conversing; forced, unfunny sarcasms to take their minds off the gnawing hunger and growing futility of the quest. Feeling as if they had practically circumnavigated the Arctic Circle without success, the luckless journeyers grew lethargic with despondency, their slothful pace little more than piteous wallowing.
Durgay was first to register a disturbance in the eerily waveless polar constancy. Preoccupied with her search, Najoli became aware of the irregularity when Durgay, cruising in her backwash, tugged sharply on the mermaid's tail for her to stop. She turned angrily to him, the annoyance playing across her dusky features changing to a look of hope upon reading the curiosity in his tensed stance. “Found something?"
"Not the thing we're after."
"What then?"
"I'm not entirely sure. All this ice clutter is playing havoc with my echolocation.” The mirroring ice cap not only reflected the warming sunrays back into space, furthering the polar chill factor, it also bounced back the Fisher's biosonar returns, confounding him with a muddle of indecipherable echoes he struggled to make sense of. “At least two contacts, maybe more, somewhere behind us on our left, or possibly the right.” It was impossible for him to be exact.
"Orcas?” The note of worry in her whistle was plain enough.
"Only if they're midgets."
"I thought you couldn't tell."
"I can't entirely, yet going by size they're unlikely to be killer whales."
Najoli sensed he was holding back. “Give me the “but", Durgs."
"They could be mother and calf.” That could be troublesome. An overprotective mammy of any species was a force of nature to be reckoned with. “And they're coming our way."
Trusting that the interpretative skills of a Fisher garnished with greater seagoing experience were better than her own, she made the suggestion to dive out of harm's way. For once, Durgay did not argue. Hand in hand they mutely sank out of sight into the swallowing blackness. They dared not descend far, hovering a megashark's length beneath the bounding ice.
The intruders soon hove into view. Etched against the wan ceiling, the silhouettes belonged to bizarre creatures that, while broadly unfamiliar to the Cetari adventurers, elicited a splash of subliminal recognition. Wildlife designs adhered to standard blueprints to be patterned after and the profiles of a bird and sea lion, albeit ballooned with giantism, were categorical.
Whispering for Najoli to click on the frontrunner, Durgay softly whistled, “I'll give the bigger one the once over.” Their individual sonar evaluations yielded joint results, for each read and assessed the returning sound waves of the other in real time.
The rakish wings angling outwards from the sides of the five-foot long bird's portly body was a dead giveaway of its avian ancestry, though the appendages could be more appropriately labelled flippers. Outwardly penguin-like in body plan, this strange bird boasted other radical adaptations in biology making it completely aquatic and independent of the land. Having gradually lost the power of aerial flight, this species later sacrificed the ability to come ashore, its stunted legs and webbed feet fusing with the shortened tail feathers and flattening out into a steerage assembly. Breeding underwent the same degree of acclimation. Being a bird, it naturally produced, in this case, a single colourless egg to be incubated and hatched internally, giving birth to a live chick at sea.
The beast actively pursuing it was just as difficult for the Cetari to quantify. On closer scrutiny its classification as one of the pinnipeds was borderline, its membership in the seal family authentic yet open to debate. Beyond the typical four flippered limbs, any resemblance was superficial; its rear-end glaringly tailless, while frontwards took on an even weirder grotesquery. A convexly curved tusk dominated the left corner of the animal's downturned mouth, the three-footer canine giving it an intimidating gape despite the offsetting stump of the broken-off tooth marring the other side. The legs were also abnormal, reverting to a terrestrial pawed look with splayed toes ending in blunt claws, the innermost nail of the forefeet enlarged and sharpened into a fearsome slashing weapon. This anomalous beastie was a reinvention of the classic walrus, a dedicated carnivorous version not above adding a feathered undersea flier to its meaty diet. Far more amphibious than the original model, its veneer of silky grey hair coating the fatty insulation common to all polar swimmers warded off the arctic chill both in and out of the water. A ferocious hunter at equal ease on or under the ice, the evolutionary morphed seal, furred and four-footed, shared a lifestyle comparable to that of the ursine super-predator, the formidable polar bear.
"Durgs, you study seabirds. Since when do they flap underwater?"
"They normally don't."
"This one plainly doesn't know it's not meant to.” From afar they watched the submerged bird flitting and jinking, barely managing to stay one wing ahead of the walrus so obviously hounding it. Darting quickly to one side, the crunching jaws of its faster pursuer nipping at its tail, it seemed only a matter of time before the harried evader lost the crucial race for life. “That swimming gull looks to be in trouble. The big feller almost had it then."
"Leave them to it. It is a dogfish eat dogfish seaworld."
"If the bird's a local, I'm betting he'll have pertinent information about the region, possibly have heard about, maybe even know firsthand, where Nupterus might be found."
"It's a he now. How did you jump to that assumption?"
"A female isn't stupid enough to place herself in that predicament. Stop flapping your gills and shoot up there to save him."
Rolling his eyes in disapproval, Durgay scoffed. “Wanting to go off talking to the animals again? Remember what came of it on the last try. You didn't have a whale of a time, as I recall."
"That's why I'm going to natter with the birdie. I'm bound to have better luck with one of those chatterboxes."
Durgay sustained his reluctance. “Really, we shouldn't interfere."
Najoli was reciprocally insistent. “We could be missing a blued opportunity to shorten our search. Don't flappers, even one which flies beneath and not above the waves, range far and wide enough to glimpse many unusual things?"
Cowed by female logic, the Fisher had smarts enough to lodge no further objections. Early on in his pairing with Najoli, he figured out that the merwoman wore the belt in a relationship. Any merman who told his buddies otherwise was either a liar or seriously deluded.
Blinkered by the chase, the predatory walrus never saw Durgay coming. Sweeping in like a storm wave, he pronged the twelve-footer behind the head with his marine pitchfork. Heeding the Fishers rigid code not to slaughter any of the sea's mammals, Durgay took special care to only slightly harm the burly seal, ascertaining from his x-ray vision not only its maleness, but also the best probable spot to hook the pinniped without actually killing him. That bull's-eye proved to be the nape of its chunky neck where the flesh piled excessively thick; a blubbery torc providing ample protection against the horrendous injuries sustained by jostling males at the height of their breeding season, when brutal tusk fights determined those who would seed the next generation, while relegating the impotent losers to lowly bachelor status. The collage of healed wounds scarring this fellow's throat stood out as proud trophies of remembered sexual conquests and shameful brandings of failures best forgotten.
Durgay's aim to merely debilitate his target hit a snag. Bellowing his surprise at being undamagingly speared, the walrus followed his vocal objection with a physical protest, nearly yanking the merman's arm out of its socket as he tried to dislodge the stinging irritation. Mindful to keep that grandly fearsome tusk at arm's length, Durgay wrestled to keep the bowed shaft of his trident from splintering under the strain, and grunted, “He weighs a tunny!” The irked super seal indeed tipped the scales at a short ton.
"Ere, ain't no need to get personal. I've been dieting."
It was the modernised walrus, rumbling rustically in perfect Cerat!
Coming up out of hiding, Najoli presented herself open-armed in a show of friendliness to the incensed predator, attempting to calm his aggression. The gesture went unnoticed as the underseabird, curious at the merfolk intervention, doubled back to circle the group, insanely squawking, “Fultark! Fultark! Fultark!"
Agitated by its nearness, Durgay had trouble controlling the heftier carnivore and braced his tail against the captive's broad back. Bleeding from the wound, kept minimal by the watery cold, increased in proportion to the mammal's gyrations, the ribbon of dilute redness stirred, not shaken, into an adulterated cloud. “Distract him, Najoli,” he incited her. “Get him to quiet down, or else I'll resort to viler methods of subdual."
Believing she could not compete with his attention centring on the raving bird gave Najoli the idea to capitalise on that interest to refocus the walrus onto her.
"Is that what kind of seabird he is? A Fultark?"
Orienting on Najoli, the hoary-haired seal quit fighting Durgay, much to the Fisher's relief; his tested trident had started cracking from the tension. “Fultark ain't what he is, missy. It's a who he is."
"That's his name?"
"Not rightly. It be the collective name of the fal's flock. Them birdbrains ain't bright enough to name theirselves individually."
Whooping delightedly, the aquatic avian orbited just Najoli, displaying to good effect the two-tone plumage mirroring a penguin's polar countershading; ebony on the top half, ivory paling its undersides—perfect camouflage when viewed from above or below. Pausing to growl teasingly at the lanced walrus, a tinny sound like a muffled outboard motor, the outgoing bird caressed his slim, curved beak in a friendly fashion against the back of the mermaid's hand. She flinched as the serrations in the bill scraped over her skin, and the flighty swimmer took off to joyfully begin circling again.
Startled by the toothy contact, Najoli had no way of perceiving the notched beak was an evolutional throwback to a time predating the emergence of mermen, when wingless diving birds fished using specialised jaws filled with true teeth. Not above repeating itself, natural selection tinkered with variances on a common theme and the serrated bill, while toothless, functioned with likewise efficiency by vicing slippery fish. You cannot beat the soundness in design of a good clamp.
She was equally ignorant of the seafowl's parentage. Thriving in the polar south, true penguins had no need to colonise the northern ice cap, plagued by terrestrial hunters that would happily maraud their breeding rookeries to feast on unguarded eggs and chicks. In the south they only evaded predacious seals and skuas. Which left their corresponding ecological niche in the Far North wide open for exploitation, a golden opportunity taken advantage of by this bird's ancestral stock: the puffin. Moulded over time by the chiselling forces of progressionism, whether viewed as the seminal hand of god or Mother Nature's exacting touch being a matter of personal conviction, the end product was a prime example of convergent biology, where two dissimilar species, geographically separate, paralleled each other in form and lifestyle. A classic case of copycatting.
"Don't get yourself to a liking that fal."
Najoli retorted with witticism. “I'm assuming he's not your travel companion then."
"Nah, we is playing tag and he was it,” the sardonic seal reciprocated. “I'll be a lunching on him right soon enough, once he stays still for me to gore him."
"Only if I permit you to,” Durgay begged to differ, shoving the seal's tusked head forwards on the end of his trident, reminding the meat-lover walrus who was in control.
His pained prisoner rumbled discontentedly. “Youse ain't like no seal I've seen afore, and neither is youse kin to them killing whales. But I see hints of them both in your weird form. What is youse fish-eyes?"
Durgay's response was one of blunt arrogance. “We're your betters"
"Youse got a high opinion of yourselves."
"I am the one who's got you by the throat."
The tusker's squat, piggish face, bearded by hairs stiff with response, bristled.
Hurriedly interceding, Najoli scolded, “Durgs, there's no need to antagonise him."
"Sticking him in the neck with my trident qualifies as that."
Showing concern, she sincerely asked the walrus, “Are you in much pain?"
"No worse than when I did broke me tusk against the hide of an ole rival. That was just worth the agony. No matter, I be a fast healer. What's one more war wound to wear? This pain in aid of something special?"
Regretful, the mergirl said, “Durgay acted in the promptest, if not the most pleasant, way to halt you from eating that bird out of hand."
"Youse do look a mite thinly. Suppose we could split him three ways, but I ain't one for sharing and the portions will be small like."
"You misunderstand. We're sorely in need of him as a guide, not as food."
The walrus guffawed. “Harrumph! This be a first. All birds are loons, missy. I'm too old to be migrating outta the cold snap, but chickadee here is too stupid to leave the chiller. Youse are up the proverbial ice floe with nary a tusk between youse if a wanting him as a map."
Durgay's turn to interject came up. “Are you saying, in your annoyingly animalistic way, that the bird won't be helping us?"
"He can't, cos him is thicker than pigfish shite."
"That's just swell, Najoli,” groaned the merman. “Your supposed waterspout of knowledge is an imbecile."
"I myself might be a willing to act as your tour guide like ... for a couple of concessions."
"Name your terms."
Durgay shot his amicable lover a daggered glare. Bargaining with animals was not on his agenda.
Defending her agreeableness, Najoli argued, “We are swimming uncharted waters, my love. Who knows what dangers abound in this freezer?"
"Nothing I'm sure we can't handle ourselves,” he clicked confidently. “Luckily these seas are too cold for sharks. That's one menace we needn't fret over."
"Says youse,” scoffed the walrus. “Just cause they ain't seen, don't make them not there."
Made anxious by such talk, Najoli's whistle came out shriller than she liked. “There are sharks hereabouts?"
"Just them sleeper sharks a cruising deeply. “Bout your size, they is harmless enough.
"No shark's harmless, only armless,” stated the Fisher, unintentionally strengthening Najoli's case. She was quick to cash in on his error.
"It's settled, Durgs. We definitely require a local guide."
Unable to sway his mulish mergirlfriend, a permissive nod from him gruffly sanctioned the resumption of negotiations. Not that Najoli needed or waited for Durgay's sayso, telling their captive, “Go ahead, name your price."
The shady seal rumbled smugly over his petty win. “To be a letting me free tis the obvious one."
Wiggling his catch, the Fisher rebuffed the deal out of hand. “Don't trust predators,” he warned Najoli.
The insane laugh the walrus gave out blended his pain with mirth. “With them pointy teeth youse got, youse ain't no vegie eaters. That makes youse no more trusty than me."
Durgay waggled his forked spear harder, upping the walrus's non-lethal hurt. “Tempting though the prospect is, we won't be eating you. My father taught me never to dine on something I don't know the name of."
Najoli's curiosity peaked and she grilled the walrus, “Just what are you?
"I be not telling that, in case youse change your mind and make a meal outta me."
"Overcome your shyness and I'll see what I can do about getting Durgs to reconsider cutting you loose."
"Najoli!"
She threw Durgay's condemning look right back at him, much to his annoyance.
The miffed Fisher exhibited marvellous restraint not retorting to the taunt with which the toothy seal baited him.
"Does cows wear the tusks in your herd, nipper?” Her enticement worked a charm and the harpooned walrus opened up. Finding oneself in a bind really loosens up the tongue. “Myself is called Shagroth and make no mistake, I be the burliest bull Bureal to swim this icy sea.” Honesty came with its very own superfluities.
"And the Fultark?” Najoli wanted to know everything.
"The loony fal's just an Enguan snack. I've a given what youse wanted, now give me mine."
Durgay jarring the prongs embedded horridly behind his head dissuaded the Bureal from being pushy. “You mentioned another stipulation. State it,” demanded the controlling merman.
"Nipper, youse really is a pain in the neck.” Shagroth's stomach got the better of him. “I goes to sea to get me a full belly. Feed me the Enguan and I'll shepherd youse anywhere youse be a desiring to swim."
Horrified, Najoli strongly opposed the request. Taking an instant liking to the submersed flier, Durgay's subsequent willingness to sacrifice the bird shocked her.
"Don't be hasty, Najoli,” he contended. “Think of him as a feathered fish, dumb and delectable."
"And your conscience has no problem feeding him to the fishes?"
Shrugging his shoulders complacently, Durgay reasoned, “It comes down to survival of the smartest, not fittest."
A suddenly perceived silence, detectable despite the constant background creaking and cracking of the restless ice, struck them all. Casting about, the mermaid was pleased to find the noisome Enguan absent. Shagroth's fast food was faster than anticipated, departing unnoticed.
"Where is that Fultark?” muttered Durgay, unhappy at losing complete leverage over the Bureal. Scanning the shielding depths with his sonar sight only confirmed the Enguan slipped away by diving deep. Flitting about 600 feet directly below them, Fultark's business was masked from inquisitive eyes by the concealing blackness. Unusually quick on his flukes, the Fisher offered Shagroth a reasonable alternative. “How about all the herring I can catch for you instead?"
"I be allergic to seafood."
"But you hunt in the ocean."
"Don't mean I have to dine on them fishy things, does it."
Gathering her resolve, Najoli boldly threatened the Bureal. “Do as we bid you, or ... or my merboyfriend will saw off your tusk and stab you through the head with it."
Appalled again by her forwardness, Durgay said nothing. The departure of the Enguan lessened their bargaining position. Old-fashioned violence, unconscionable as it was, became their chief negotiating tool.
Undaunted by the blatant threat, Shagroth strangely capitulated. ‘I says yes to your terms. But seeing as youse can't offer up Fultark, I'll be a wanting something else for me trouble."
"You're in no position to make demands, Bureal."
"And youse dare not deny me this."
"We'll see about that."
"I'm a soon needing air. Try and say no to that."
Durgay very well could not. Damn air gulpers are more nuisances than anything else.
"Better hurry and make mind up,” Shagroth pushed him. “I be no good to youse drownded."
Sullenly consenting, Durgay snapped orders at Najoli. “Get the rope out of your bag and tie a loop around the Shagroth's back fins. Make sure you knot it good and tight. We're putting the Bureal on a leash.” Never in the merman's weirdest imaginings had he envisioned taking a sea mammal “walkies.” When she had the walrus roped up and the line held taut in her grip, the Fisher commenced knifing the whalebone barbs free of Shagroth's blubbery flesh, truthfully stating while he worked, “This'll hurt you far more than me."
In between twinges of bearable pain dully felt through the shielding blubber, the Bureal detected a perverse note of pleasure in the stranger's clicky voice. Concerned more by inflating his flattened lungs with replenishing oxygen, Shagroth put aside all thoughts of retribution until he drew in a fresh breath of bracing polar air. Following that, he planned on making these odious foreigners pay for their insolence. His carnivorous tendencies aroused, the savage seal speculated on how good Najoli and Durgay would taste.
Operating with the surgical skill of a practised fisherman completely at home with gutting and filleting his catch, Durgay quickly let the harpooned seal mammal off the hook. Glimpsing the merman's extracted weapon, Shagroth masked his hatred of the offending “tri-tooth” and remarked appreciatively, “Hmm, detachable tusk. That be weirdly impressive."
Swapping his trident for the leash, Durgay advised Najoli to keep the pronged spear levelled at Shagroth's humped back, sniping, “I wouldn't trust the tusker as far as I could tow him.” The cautious Fisher played out enough rope to allow the Bureal mobility to swim ahead of him using only his forelegs, without granting too much freedom. “Try escaping, airhead, and I'll yank off your rear fins,” he threatened the paddling walrus.
Backtracking, Shagroth meandered for a hundred yards or so before avidly nosing at a lighter patch dotting the overlaying floes, marking a thinning of the crust. Pushing his snout upwards through the breakable film of ice, his emergence was a blessed relief, outshined only by the welcoming inhalation of night air it allowed.
The glorious Northern Lights shimmered fabulously in a nocturnal sky blazoned with starlight, the heavens outstripping itself nightly in noiseless auroral fireworks. Red and green streamers draped the starred backdrop, ghostly luminosity dancing a celestial ballet. Scientifically explained away as molecules of excited air boogieing along the invisible pathways that grid the planet's magnetic field, the light emissions a colourful by-product of the energised altitude, the atmospheric display retained through the ages its mystique as spectral phenomena without par. Not solely confined to arctic latitudes, the southern aurorae shone no less spectacularly or mysteriously.
The hauntingly ethereal lightshow flickered unnoticed by Shagroth, intent on savouring the sustenance of all animal life everywhere. Undoubtedly the sun stood out in the firmament as the nuclear fusion engine powering the planet, but crucially oxygen was the fuel tanking up the biodiversity of creatures colonising every conceivable terrain, from alps to taiga, desert to floodplain, creek to oceanic trench. Starved of the precious gas and the solar body would fast be reduced in value to a cosmic bauble: pretty to gaze upon, but lifeless and lacking soul.
The Bureal lollygagged in glossy water blanched of colour by the pervading coldness, a fleshy smokestack of steaming breath, until a prompting jerk on his restraint from the shadowing merman handler signalled Shagroth's short spell at the crisp surface was up. With the walrus submerging back into slavery, the frequently used aperture in the sheet ice would rapidly skin over until nudged open again by a breathless patron.
"Time to uphold your end of the deal,” Durgay pressured him.
The moustached seal was untrustingly obliging. “And just a where does me masters care to be guided?"
Najoli jumped in. “You must've heard of Nupterus."
"Can't says I have."
"Omnipotent fellow in the guise of a big ray.” She depicted the Sea God according to accepted merfolk belief.
"Superficially like a flatfish,” Durgay interposed, putting her descriptiveness into local terms for the Bureal's benefit. Rays, like the Cetari, preferred warmer tropical seas, so the nearest shaped fish the merman could happily use for comparison was the halibut.
His consideration was unneeded. While not as abundant in the colder waters, skates and rays were not unknown to Bureals. Clever as it was, that association drew an unhelpful blank with the walrus.
Durgay tried a different tack. “What about a large ice grotto, possibly found under the waves? Anything even remotely like that hereabouts?"
Wracking his brain, Shagroth came up with a prospect. “There be a slab of an ice cliff floating unfixed that maybe fits your bill. Me grandpappy's grandpappy done swum across it while on a hunting spree, and did reckon “twas unnatural like."
"In what way?” Najoli quizzed him.
"It did have this ere cave on its netherside, a skinny and a twisty passage of black ice. Queerer than that, it does never drift south of the Circle like them other bergs."
"You sound like you're familiar with its location,” Durgay presumed.
"Precisely. Tis been a family secret for quite a whiles."
"One you'll gladly divulge,” the Fisher promised to extract from him, snapping the tail rope cruelly.
Requiring no further incentive to honour their covenant, Shagroth headed off under the ice at a shallow depth and pace, Durgay in tow, Najoli riding speargun.
Interested to learn the method the Bureal employed to accurately plot a route through the encumbering floes, she chitchatted like they were old pals. “This place is a maze of ice, Shagroth. Just how do you find your way about without any seamarks to steer by?"
"Easy enough. I keeps a map of them air holes stored in me head and play connect the dots to get from point to point."
Even as the boundaries of the ice field fluctuated seasonally, the positions of the essential breathing holes were deliberately kept in place as a reassuring evenness in the disordered icescape. Ideal navigational aids, they doubled also as distance markers and timekeepers.
Two breathing holes on, roughly forty minutes later, and Fultark returned unexpectedly, rushing up out of the deep darkness, a limp thirty-pound haddock clamped securely in his saw-toothed bill. This fish dish was a bottom feeder, irrefutable proof Enguans dove a thousand feet and more for their supper. Fixating on Najoli again, the overtaking seafowl deposited his catch at her flukes and waited. Awkwardly patting the eager-to-please bird's head, she smiled when he returned the show of affection by rubbing his slender neck up against her arm.
Holding up the Enguan's donation, Najoli grinned at her merman, her yellow teeth gleaming like gold fillings in the half-light. “Fultark's brought us fresh fish, Durgs."
"Blessedly meatier than those anchovies which are gone in one unsatisfying bite,” he carped. “Speaking of snacks, are you still against paying our guide in bird food?"
"Most certainly.” She flashed him a cheekier smile. “The Enguan's actually cuter than you are."
Observing the underseabird latching onto her tail, Durgay made the criticism, “Dogfish make better pets, girlie."
"Why is that?"
"They don't need air."
Durgay kept a chary eye on Shagroth, watching him closely in case the Bureal proved tricky and conned them into swimming pointlessly around in circles. The walrus, as far as he could tell, maintained his forward motion in a generally southerly course without doubling back, periodically checking on the nearness of the Enguan with sly sideward glances. Fultark had not gone off the menu.
Seven breathing holes later resulted in the oddball group approaching the mother of all bergs. Gaining the southernmost rim of the ceaselessly groaning pack ice protesting the actions of wind and water, they entered uncluttered seas and turned east into the shadowy bulk of what truly was a block of ice island-like in proportions. Surpassing a million Bureals in weight, supporting dizzyingly vertical cliffs clawing 200 feet skywards into the cosmically lit night, its mountainous base extended even farther into the black polar sea, striving to sink roots to where the extent of the arctic brine bottomed out 2,000 fathoms down.
"Do you think this actually might be it, the winter home of Nupterus?” Durgay put to Najoli after surfacing to allow the bird and Bureal a rewarding breather.
"If size is anything to go by, it's a good bet."
"Why does size count in relation to the Sea God?” he puzzled.
The mergirl stroked his muddled head. “I haven't met a male yet who's not a show-off. There's no reason for Nupterus to be any different in displaying bigness as a status symbol."
Wrapping the rope leash around his wrist, Durgay took back his trident and jabbed Shagroth in the rump. “Show us the entrance to this undersea cave."
"I can't. Never been here."
"Then you can seek it out for us,” the no-nonsense Fisher ordered. “Get diving."
The walrus flatly refused. “I did me part and got youse here. That's the end of me helping youse.” He covetously eyed Fultark nestling beside Najoli. “Turn me loose and I be getting back to me business."
"Only when you locate the entry to the ice cave will I consider returning your freedom to you, Bureal. So, I strongly suggest you get searching. The quicker you find it, the sooner you can maybe go."
Defiant still, Shagroth sized Durgay up with a stare Najoli found broadly reminiscent of the interested sea cow briefly encountered an ocean away. “Just what are youse things, ordering myself “bout like I be a common whelk."
"We are Cetari."
Genuinely unsurprised by Najoli's divulgence, the bullish Bureal merely commented, “Ere's me a thinking them Seamaids were just a fancied memory."
"What did you call us?"
"Seamaidens, missy,” Shagroth repeated himself. “Whimsical cows said to soothe the stormiest ocean with them siren songs."
Concern rattled Durgay's clicked enquiry. “How can an animal such as you have possibly heard of us? We live in a faraway sea where the water never turns solid."
"From a sea tale originally told by me ole grandpappy's grandpappy."
"The same ancestor who discovered this ice isle,” assumed Najoli.
"Shucks, naw. “He was me great, great grandbull on me sire's side. The storyteller was me great, great grandpappy on me—"
Interrupting for the sake of brevity, Durgay curtly clicked, “Alright, we get the sonar picture. He was finfolk on your mother's side."
"Ain't no need to be rude, nipper. Maybe youse had better soothe your mate with a song, missy. Tis no wonder the legends don't mention nothing “bout Seamen, if them's all alike this thug."
Deciding the fishtory lesson to be over, Durgay motioned with the tips of his trident for Shagroth to submerge. Expelling the lungful of fresh air last gulped, the Bureal started conducting the forced search on behalf of his Cetari kidnappers, scheming ahead to when he would vengefully dine on the stuff of legend. Payback promised to be deliciously sweet.
The explorers lucked out. Fultark located the unmarked entrance to the underwater passageway at the tail end of their first hour of scouring the berg's voluminous hull. Well over 80% of the monster iceblock's mass lounged below the waterline, proving to be a lot of frozen ground to cover. Situated inconspicuously in the wall of a canyon-sized fissure, Durgay circumspectly investigated the oval aperture as the deliriously energetic Enguan zoomed in orbit around Najoli, their guiding walrus hanging as far back as his leash allowed. An unlit black dot staining the blue and green veined ice, the Fisher shuddered from the disquieting first impression of staring into the uninviting maw and down the cavernous gullet of some titanic ice beast.
Scanning the tunnel's empty innards, Durgay disputed Shagroth's earlier portrayal. “It's comfortably wide and openly straight ... the exact opposite of your depiction."
Unbothered, the Bureal scathingly analogised, “Some nibbles be tasting different to how they look, Seaboy."
"Try to be grateful,” Najoli chided her merman. “If not for Shagroth's lore and Fultark's beaky nose, we'd have never discovered the Sea God's hidden lair."
"Don't jump to hasty conclusions,” he rebuked in return. “We've no proof yet that this is Nupterus’ residence, or, if indeed it is, that He's home.
Murmuring, “Only one way to find out,” Najoli took the initiative and plunged recklessly into the yawning sea ice. Durgay could hear her hopeful utterance echoing in the cave's tubular confines. “Hallo ... is anybody here?"
Set to dive in after her, he was stopped by the line going dangerously slack as Shagroth made his move, charging with the lumbering inelegance of a juggernaut. Barely responding in time, the rebelling Bureal body-slammed the twisting merman. Knocking the rope and trident out of Durgay's hands, the momentum of the colossal impact tumbled them both into the cave.
Their clumsy and noisy entrance turned Najoli. Saying nobody appeared to be at home, she trailed off mid sentence after perceiving a disastrous shift in the balance of power. Her merman floated woozily in the middle of the cylindrical passageway, bereft of senses and weaponry, even as the bullying Bureal loomed terrifyingly over Durgay, head arching back in readiness to deliver a piercing downstroke with his one good tusk. Fumbling in her woven seagrass bag for the valued, shark-tooth bladed knife, Najoli realised she could not react fast enough to prevent the unthinkable from happening. That did not stop her making the effort, and at least the mermaid did not scream in abject helplessness like most stereotyped merwomen.
Fultark again saved the day. The active little seafowl darted in from out of nowhere to pester Shagroth, bravely facing up to a foe twenty times his mass. Whizzing around the Bureal's thick-headed skull, the daring Enguan pecked the seal hunter brazenly on the nose. The distraction was enough to spare Durgay the goring Shagroth felt he owed him. Goaded to recommence his interrupted chase, the unfilled walrus promptly forgot the wobbly Fisher and chased after his meal, still annoyingly playing hard to get as Fultark zipped out through the cave mouth into the twilight sea.
A jarring alien noise assaulted their collective earholes, a rasp akin to rock grating against rock. Wrenched out of her dismay by the racket, Najoli halted rummaging through her holdall, looking on in fascinated horror as the entrance to the subway began to contract. Shagroth noticed the shrinkage too and put on a tragically late burst of speed. His bellowing head made it past the closing iris of the metalled sea door. A shame the rest of him did not.
Tapping his temple with the heel of his hand, Durgay's blurred world came back into focus in time for him to witness the Bureal's horrifically decapitated corpse prevented from drifting outside by the sealed entrance. Blood pumping from severed arteries and veins misted the water. “There was no need to lose your head over this business, Shagroth,” he heartlessly quipped.
Rushing to her merman's side as he righted himself, Najoli embraced him. “Durgs, are you okay?"
Hugging her back, he said, “Dazed, but ahead of the Bureal."
She forced a titter. Cold, tired, and hungry, their situation was less than desirable. Testing the “black ice” of the door walling them in, identical material to that of the passage's unblemished contours, Najoli jerked back her chilled hands sharply. The unyielding metal, slick and devoid of corrugations, felt colder to the touch than even the pervading ice. “Yep, we're stuck here,” she needlessly pronounced.
"Knowing my luck, this'll soon worsen,” Durgay gloomily predicted. “It always does for me."
His pessimism did not go unanswered. Blinding white light spewed forth from the farthest end of the tunnel, the garish luminosity electrifying the water, gushing with crackling intensity over the trapped Cetari. Subjected to the unpleasant sensation of hundreds of sea lice crawling over their bodies, irritating their hypersensitive skin, the itching driving them crazy, the plagued merfolk succumbed to the uncontrollable seizures that followed scratching themselves silly, before thankfully blacking out.


Chapter EighteenSavouring the sweet taste of success, Eskaa scooped out with clumsy fingers the innards of a freshly netted nautilus and gulped down whole the rubbery, uncooked flesh.
Ah, the spoils of war!
Thoughtlessly tossing over his shoulder the flat-spiralled shell, the exquisitely russet and cream patterned mollusc joined the growing pile of eaten shellfish behind him with a clatter; just another of the edible benefits reaped from the systematic, ongoing plunder of Bounty Reef.
Lounging on the empty shores of Crater Lake, he dug his sticky hand into the shingle rimming the volcanic hot pool and swirled the pebbles through his pudgy fingers, letting the gravel clean off the tatters of soft tissue stuck to his moist skin. Living on an overpopulated island where privacy was the hardest luxury of all to come by, there was nothing sweeter for the Piawro kingpin than the seclusion the sacred lake guaranteed.
Except, perhaps, one more titbit.
Groping about for another mollusc morsel, Eskaa came up empty-handed. In the course of a single afternoon he had greedily polished off the entire scoop of delicacies netted that very morning by those eager amphibs trawling the waters around Castle Rock. In far too good a mood to be by bothered by such a minor irritation, the Subos revelled in the sensations of all-powerfulness, basking in his own egoism since the tropical sun lay behind flat, veiling cloud cover.
Aside from the Fish-with-Hands having flown the coop, his plotting wildly exceeded projections. Lunder Atoll belonged entirely to him, as did the spindly sea stack the renewed Amphib Army forcibly annexed. Needless to say, the associated reefs fell under his complete dominion and, opportunely, one out of the two was fishable. Ryops, at long last, was dead and buried at sea. Chulib's complementary loss was especially providential. The boss Shurpeha's transferral of loyalty meant he could never have been trusted. A frogman who switched allegiances that easily might be tempted into double-crossing his new master just as readily.
That risk prompted Eskaa to deal decisively with the Climbers on his triumphal return to the atoll a month ago. Ryops allowed them far too much leeway, compelling Eskaa to make the vow to take up the slack. Remembering the outcome of that decision, the ends of his mouth curled up in a charmless grin.
Taking care of priestly business first, Ryops’ memorial service played out as a rushed, ineloquent affair some amongst the gathering considered a gross disrespect to the late chieftain's memory. Informed that all were going to tow his leadership line or be lashed with the consequences, Lunder's subversives predictably played into Eskaa's hands by raising an outcry. Watching his acolytes make an example of the nearest unfortunate on hand was for the magician-priest cruelly entertaining. No longer constrained by what he continually criticised as the Dokrany's outmoded moral code, Eskaa's thugs acted with impunity, openly flaunting their brutality. Not only that, the public flogging of the trilling Climber nicely whipped the rest into shape.
Springing to his feet, he hopped upslope and squatted on the caldera's southern rim, a gargoyle gazing hideously out over his domain. Standing out like grave markers beneath the volcano's monolithic cone, Lunder's bald hills visited upon Eskaa an unwelcome moment of recrimination. Stripped of foliage and dignity, roofed by the depressive greyness, the mounds degenerated into inhospitable rock without their jungle overcoat. Ryops had been dead right pronouncing the islet an overcrowded raft poised to flounder. Raped of flora and fauna, the dying atoll could not be expected to support its Piawro malignancy for much longer. When the abused island ultimately folded, as it surely must, so too would fail the amphibs. Eskaa's Empire was going to be as spectacularly short-lived as a lightning bolt.
At least the Piawro will go out in style, he consoled himself. Already the islanders were toiling to help their Subos realise his ambitious plan for refurbishing the ramshackle bamboo compound. Delivering food to their bellies as promised, Eskaa in turn fed their minds with grandiose schemes of splendour he assured them were required to keep the favour of the gods flowing. The projected facelift would upgrade the antiquated buildings to a patently needed palatial standard. Overworked and overtired insurgents would not have the time or energy to spare for plotting against his revamped leadership. Busying the stonecutters with chipping tens of thousands of minute glassy squares out of the obsidian rock bed for the tiled exterior facades was only the first hop of his desired extravagance. Their woodcarving opposites would later have their troublemaking hands occupied with chiselling religious effigies of...
Me!
More than deluded by grandeur, Eskaa's aspiration encompassed now a disturbing god complex. Scheming to eventually retire the Elementals altogether, the magician-priest intended to have his flock deify a flesh and blood idol, namely himself. Who better? Replacing the icons revered by all needed to be gradual, subtle; devious and delicate were merely variations on a universal theme. A born salesman, the Subos could no doubt sell his followers the notion the sky was purple if he had a mind to. Glorifying himself to the exalted position of a god, while challenging, was doable.
In a society where individualism became lost within class distinctions, identities were difficult to establish and harder to maintain. Eskaa scored highly on both counts. In leaps and bounds he had climbed the rope ladder of success, moving up from faceless tadpole to noted Subos. Marketing himself as God was merely the last rung. Residing in the prime piece of real estate on the island helped immensely. Location was everything, granting Eskaa precious bouts of solitude in which to scheme and plot uninterrupted. He almost pitied the lower caste fools forced to live communally in R'bat's’ congested and filthy slums, without room to even change their minds.
A wind gust brushed his snout, blowing away his introspection for the moment. Open to the elements, puckish zephyrs stirred the precariously thin layer of topsoil crowning the knolls into whirling dust clouds that lifted into the drizzly skies, adding drabness to the lowering overcast. Eskaa blinked easily, taking for granted the translucent nictitating membranes shielding his sensitive eyeballs from the windblown grit.
Double-glazing for the eyes was not a uniquely amphibian trait. Third eyelids, or “haws", were to be found in a diverse range of creatures from beavers to swans, protecting their damageable organs of sight from dryness and foreign debris. A number of predators possessed haws due to their reliance on eyesight when tracking prey. Such hunters included owls and crocodiles. Polar bears especially benefited from this adaptation for an entirely different reason. For them, the extra eyelids acted like sunglasses, filtering out the glare off the icescape and preventing snow blindness.
Smelling rain on the flurrying breeze, Eskaa ran his moist, elongated tongue over his face to lick off the dust, anticipating the impending shower. Cloudbursts in the tropics were scarcely noteworthy, but the cyclonic rainstorms that ushered in the hurricane season were front-page news. Thankfully, global wind patterns confined such big blows to the eastern seaboard of the sheltering continent. Typhoons rarely struck the west coast; maybe one or two hits a year if the region was lucky, or unlucky as the case may be.
Scrutinising the rolling cloudbanks blotting the western horizon, he envied the raw power nature exuded. The unaffected display of the rudimentary energies that scoured the planet served to contrast Eskaa's pretensions. Ever since his froglet days he acted with implied greatness, weaving together a tapestry of suggestibility, layering his image with carefully crafted trickery until he became this conjuring cleric, adulated yet unloved. But his magic stayed illusory. If he could just tap into the fury of a storm, channel that energy directly into himself and unleash it at will, what an unstoppable force he would be!
Retracting his elastic tongue, he spat out the grit clogging his mouth. Words, not wizardry, remained his area of expertise. On one of those many occasions when Ryops and he were at loggerheads, the Dokran moaned how his Subos could probably talk the hind flipper off a turtle. Such sarcasm made no sense to Eskaa at the time, as a turtle possessed two rear flippers. Removing just the one meant he was merely competent, not exceptional. Only later, after angry reflection, did he better comprehend that simple platitude. The sheer potency of great oration could not be ignored. Talking up a storm rendered the truth as bendable as a coconut tree at the height of a typhoon.
Turning his back on the greyed heavens, he hopped broodingly down the shingled incline to the water's edge. Curlers of steam rose off the deeply bubbling water, the ceiling of clouds darkening the lake from it usual milky turquoise to a greener shade of emerald. Correspondingly, he smelt, the reek of sulphur intensified, the pungency assaulting his nostrils.
Dipping a toe into the naturally heated water, Eskaa began to rethink his callous indifference to Lunder's greatest asset; its people. All his adult life he preached the adage, The gods will provide. That was going to apply directly to him once he adopted the mantle of lord and master. It would be completely up to him to furnish his worshippers with the material things in life, as spiritual guidance alone would no longer suffice. The previously unreachable gods would coalesce into a single divine entity made accessible by his very earthbound presence. Bugger Ryops! The murdered Dokran left Eskaa the unwanted legacy of a conscience. How had his nemesis termed it? Sustainable resources.
Eskaa jumped waist deep into the lake, hoping the soothing waters might wash away his reawakened scruples. Falling slowly forward, he fully immersed himself, floating face down, blotting out all to his senses bar the background gurgling of the crater hot pool. He imagined himself an unborn tadpole again, cocooned in blissful amniotic safeness, one of the anonymous multitude of frogspawn unexposed to the harsh realities of life that hatching brought. Presently, giving in to his repressed morality, he rolled onto his back, freeing up his thoughts for practical considerations.
Lumber, not obsidian, sprang to mind as the cornerstone of amphib wealth. The problem with that realisation was Corakk Jungle had declined to below the renewable logging stage. Which is why Eskaa entertained the idea of dispatching scouting parties to explore the birthplace of the ancestral Piawro. Go east, young frogmen! The desert coastland of the neighbouring continent held the allure of ancient strangeness harbouring mysteries just waiting to be uncovered. Surely the waterless sands did not extend all the way to the interior? Perhaps the arid dunes hid behind their cresting wave-fronts oases forested with stands of date palms or gum trees ripe for the bite of the lumberjacks” axes. Maybe that desiccated shore cosseted saltwater marshes, the perfect wetland platform from which to colonise the landmass.
Behind Eskaa's radical change of heart lay a vein of prompting evilness; a frogman shedding his skin stayed the same amphibiman underneath. If suitably timed, initiating a holy quest for timber could jumpstart his elevation to god status, providing trees were found. Wood would amply fuel his ambitions.
A round of ritual killings might be in order, mused Eskaa. Religious sacrifices could always be counted on to promote good luck and encourage volunteers. Again, his motive was transparently ulterior. He already decided the “sacrificial lambs” were the last batch of tadpoles sired by Ryops. Grown into promising riverine froglets, he would see them cannibalistically served up to the now religiously guided Shurpeha, swollen in number by the inclusion of the magician-priest's brainwashed acolytes. That gross meal promised to put a symbolic end to the obsolete Dokrany—served with the appropriate sauce, of course.
Kicking out into the middle of Crater Lake, the conspiring Subos failed to hear his own lunacy slam and bolt shut the door to commonsense. His seizure of power on the back of murder and deceit, fertilised by an unquenchable lust for bloodshed, pushed him over the brink of sanity and falling headfirst into the well of madness, from which escape was impossible. As if he gave a damn. What others snidely ridiculed as crazy behaviour, Eskaa shrugged off as simple eccentricity. Fame and power made one quirky, not always popular.
For a time he wallowed indolently in the gigantic hot tub. Long had he dreamt of taking a lawful dip in the breeding water and sowing here his own seeds when the time of the month permitted. A brand new generation of islanders would, quite literally, be the Subos’ children. No more celibacy for him! But what should have been a luxuriating afternoon soak in decadence was marred by a concern that refused to quit niggling him.
Above all else, Eskaa the perfectionist hated leaving loose ends untied. Vacating their home with the littlest of protests, the disappearing act the Fish-with-Hands pulled was bizarre. The Subos expected the “Shee-taree” to have a lot more fight in them. No matter. Warriors, marking the change of ownership, diligently frogmanned the freshly established outpost on the merfolks” sandstone chimney, ready to repel any attempt at repossession by the talking fish. Safeguarding the hurriedly erected floating pier devised as anchorage for the fleet of fishing canoes newly based at Castle Rock was of paramount importance. As flimsy as that jigsaw of bamboo sections lashed together with coconut fibre rope was, the jetty staked the Piawro claim over the conquered reef in the most visible manner possible. So too did the flag fluttering atop the spire.
I'll have to come up with my own device to replace the symbol of the Dokrany, he decided.
Floating in lazy circles, the muggy vapour misting the lake's surface coiled around Eskaa's lean frame like a mummy's wrappings. He screwed shut his eyes, striving to concoct the nuts and bolts of a plausible back-story he would put into effect to orchestrate the amphib gods” fall from grace. Making a career out of shamelessly flattering the Elementals for his own advancement did not exactly suit him to the onerous task of unravelling the threads of mystique he so masterfully woven. That required the same degree of scrupulous guile he expended to achieve Ryops’ assassination.
Not to worry. Eskaa exercised the patience of a saint, coupled with the depravity of a devil.
He reopened his peepers the instant sporadic raindrops started puncturing the cloaking steam to rudely spatter his face and body, plopping noisily into the pleasingly warm waters all around him. Unable to focus his thoughts, Eskaa allowed himself to sink below the peppered surface, ludicrously to get out of the rain. Descending dreamily into the murky greenness, a single query disrupted his buoyant tranquillity, displacing all his scheming with its unrequited persistence.
Just where had the Fish-with-Hands absconded?
* * * *Running silently and shallowly, the displaced merfolk coasted their steady way on the underside of a warm water surface current, exhausted and miserable. The unseen conveyer belt kept them moving at a regular rate of knots long after their replacement sovereign's exhortations ceased spurring them on.
A freshly crowned monarch robbed of a kingdom, Lasbow feared to have lost more than his undersea realm. Entrusting their future to the hurriedly promoted Captain of the Seaguard, the dispirited Cetari quietly wondered if such trust was not misplaced. The Fishers, eager to fight to the last merman in defence of the Rock, felt betrayed by their regent, the outlet for that anger manifesting as furtive mutterings of dissent. Putting up a token resistance to ensure the safe escape of the others, while the sensible action to take, was to them fundamentally cowardly. Feeling the murmured air of resentment pressing in on him from all sides caused Lasbow to wonder likewise. His fans were losing confidence in him.
"Everyone experiences doubts at some time or other in their life, Your Majesty. Royals are no exception."
Lasbow glanced over at Ahlegra. Leaving her mother smothered by scatterbrained handmaidens, the Merprincess swum comfortingly alongside him, worried by his melancholy.
"Officially, I'm only Merking by circumstance, not birth. Does that count?"
"You are royalty in more than name to the merpeople."
"That's a matter of convenience. They need someone to focus their blame on and I make the prefect target. Right now, I'm about as popular as a starfish in a coral patch."
She banished his misgivings with a smile. “They're just scared by our predicament. We are adrift in uncertain waters."
"You don't seem afraid."
"On the inside, I'm petrified. But members of the royal family don't show adverse emotion.” Ahlegra's cheery disposition gloomed noticeably. “We're very good at putting on a brave face for the sake of appearances. It's what the public expects of us.” Her ebony eyes held Lasbow's with a quiet intensity. “They look to their monarchy for stability and assurance. You mustn't disappoint your subjects, my Merking."
The shark tooth crown sat uncomfortably on his head. It disheartened Lasbow to find when trying on the circlet for size it was not a better fit. Inheriting the mess created by Cerdic's pomposity made him realise that becoming king was far easier than actually being king.
"Ruling the Merpeople is a different proposition to bossing around my Seaguard,” he said. “The guardian Fishers do as I tell them, seldom questioning my orders. The general public is a different net of fish, recognising my authority but not fully trusting my judgement. Maybe they have a right to be concerned. I might turn out to be a poor king."
"You aren't the type of merman to second guess himself."
"There's more at stake if I make the wrong decisions.” Rolling onto his back, Lasbow stared uneasily at the Cetari refugees swimming dejectedly in the wake of the royal couple. Travelling light out of necessity, personal possessions left behind squabbled over by amphib looters, the only belongings carried were emotional baggage. And the Merking unhappily added to that luggage. “They weren't terribly pleased when I ordered the corpses of their loved ones weighted down and cut loose.” Lasbow made that unpopular decision soon after he and his surviving defenders caught up to the watchful refugees.
"We can't be expected to lug the bodies of dead Fishers behind us forever. Sadly, they were slowing us down. As hard as that command was to cut the tow lines, it had to be given.” Ahlegra flattered him further. “Even though the funeral service was off the cuff and your first, it came from the heart. They might not have liked your actions, but they appreciated your sincerity."
Reaching out to the Merprincess, they openly held hands. “I could not have done it without your help."
"Behind every merman is an even greater merwoman.” She looked away into the formless, blue-green distance. “I must confess to having my own selfish reason for wanting you to conduct that memorial. It did not pain me to see Cerdic sink away into the depths, to be swallowed up by the blue-back. He's gone for good now, relegated to a nasty memory best forgotten. My sister can now rest in peace, as can I."
Feeling her tremble, Lasbow placed his other hand over the top of hers and squeezed reassuringly.
"The moral strength you share with others is a fine asset,” she complimented him. “The merfolk need to see more of that from you, especially in these grim times. Whether a king or a Fisher, the noblest attribute a merman can possess is to be stout of heart. Be true to yourself, Lasbow. Your subjects will come to respect that."
"I don't feel particularly strong,” he said, even with the Merking sword strapped securely about his waist. His inexperience with the unfamiliar weapon mirrored his kingship. Untested and untrained in its use, he was nonetheless expected to wield the tools of power decisively and flawlessly.
Gleaning from her sly observations of him that Lasbow functioned best when immersed in the practicalities of rule, Ahlegra reminded him, “You still haven't appointed a new captain of the Seaguard. Hadn't you better stop procrastinating and pick someone?"
Her ploy worked a treat as he turned his troubled thoughts on to more mundane matters. “There isn't a suitable candidate who jumps out at me."
"Don't you mean there's nobody who measures up to the impossibly high standards you have set?"
"It's a crucial position to fill, Ahlegra. I'm obligated to select somebody with the appropriate qualities that the job calls for, somebody not afraid to lead, somebody who has a rapport with the mermen, somebody—"
"A lot like you?” The interjecting mermaid was no fool.
"I wouldn't object to hiring a look-alike,” he admitted.
Her insight relaxed and delighted Lasbow. Only now beginning to truly appreciate that intuitive nature of hers, he swore she could practically read his mind. In no way telepathic, the uncannily perceptive mermaid displayed empathy rather than extrasensory talent. In all likelihood a product of her abiding shyness, Ahlegra's sensitivity permitted her to feel another's mood or thoughts with frightening ease and correctness. In a romantic partner her ability could forestall the arguments, both silly and consequential, which cheapened a relationship. When employed by a king's consort, managing the emotional welfare of the realm's subjects became wonderfully simpler.
But assigning Seaguard positions fell only to their captain, who in the past took into account the considered opinion of an equally qualified merman, and Lasbow had yet to quit the post.
"Durgay possessed the knack for making sensible staff recommendations. If only he were...” Lasbow faltered as Ahlegra snatched back her hand, seeing how mere mention of her sister's bungling protector made raw her anguish again. Broaching a pleasanter subject to alleviate the Merprincess's resurfacing grief, he gamely said, “I've been thinking things over. It might not be a bad idea for us to marry sooner rather than later. Our union ought to raise the spirits of the merpeople."
"We must be on the same wavelength,” she rejoined. “I've been considering our relationship too, though from a different perspective. I feel we ought to wait until we're resettled before announcing the engagement and starting up our romance proper.” She quelled the beginnings of his protest with a raised hand. “Tempted as I am by the offer, a wedding will only distract you from your kingly duties. The Cetari, through no fault of their own or yours, are now wanderers. It is imperative you find us a home. We cannot be seen to be selfishly building our own life together when the emigrant merfolk live rough without benefit of even a sea cave roof over their heads."
Lasbow detected a hidden meaning and said so. “Sound as your rationale is, that's not the only reason for turning down my proposal, is it?"
"Call me old fashioned, but seeing how miserable my stepfather made Mother during their sham of a marriage convinces me the key to wedded bliss is this simple truth: marry out of love, not convenience.” Coming out of her shell, Ahlegra speared the Merking with a glower comparable to her glary sister's. “I expect a first-class courtship from you at the appropriate time."
"A princess merits no less,” conceded Lasbow. “Unfortunately, roving about the ocean as drifters leaves me no time to woo you."
"Then if you want to make an honest merwoman of me, you'd better resolve our homelessness. Have you any inkling of where we can go?"
"Unlike a blind flying fish, I'm not winging this,” he retorted, her faith in him buttressing his shaky self-reliance. “I do happen to have a safe haven in mind."
A racket like hailstones thrumming against a corrugated tin roof drowned out further conversation. Topside, the strait the Cetari were midway crossing the breadth of cowered under a squally sky burdened with the thunderheads the regional weather conditions typically produced. The bucketing rain unleashed by the roiling clouds pelted the choppy seas, causing the overlaying din that cancelled any dialogue. Curtaining the rugged cliffs walling the saw-toothed bays and inlets lining either side of the channel dividing the northern and southern continents, the passing rainstorm bridged sea and sky, tenuously linking salt and freshwater before the funnelled gales severed the correlation.
Connecting Pah Ocean to Tlan Sea, the tempestuous waterway granted the nomadic merpeople easy access to a fresh new life in hopefully safer waters. If only they could hear themselves think! Signalling to those behind to descend for a rest stop, Lasbow arched backwards and, hand in hand once more with his uncrowned queen, dove to a quieter depth where the muted clamour was less intrusive. Doubling as protectors and providers, the hardworking Fishers flanking the refugees herded them downwards, the adults bearing the light-fish lanterns coaxing their peers and offering the children clicks of encouragement to mollify their inhibition at plunging into the darkish deepness.
Ahlegra was unsurprised when the Merking excused himself from restarting their disrupted discussion. She knew firsthand just how busy duties made the life of a royal. “I need to consult with Ochar,” he announced after slowing to a halt, “to have her confirm a few details concerning our destination."
That did come as a surprise. “What possible help could the Sea Witch provide?"
"Don't say you believe in the reef gossip, princess."
"I am a mergirl, Lasbow. Gossiping is our second biggest pursuit."
"What's the first?"
"Netting a husband."
"I'll pass on your regards to Ochar.” Chuckling, he left her and wended his way through his disgruntled subjects, imparting a heartening smile here or a whistle of hope there to ease their anxieties. Ahlegra was correct. The Merking needed to appear confident, to visibly exude a rock-solid, dependable presence others could lean upon and count on. He could do, and be, no less.
Passing by Minoh, he bowed solemnly. She returned his acknowledgement with a perfunctory nod, followed by, after a moment's hesitation, a cheeky smile, a sparkle of her old self peeking through the folds of grief layered about her. Lasbow assuming the kingship created its own unique problem for the Merqueen, now two times widowed. Lawfully, she and the new sovereign were partners, at least in royal parlance. The monarchy was the sum of equal parts, founded on the unshakable concept of a king and queen. Until Lasbow wedded what cruel circumstance had culled into being her only daughter, Minoh upheld her queenly rank and discharged all the duties her regal station entailed. Except for conjugal rights. Bonking his prospective mother-in-law had never been one of Lasbow's fantasies ... at least, not a fancy he shared with his buddies.
Ochar regarded his approach warily. Bringing up the rear, the oldest merperson afloat enjoyed the unobtrusive company of the Seaguardians acting as rearguard. Respecting her reputation and reclusive nature, plus her refusal to be towed, they gave her space to swim alone and unassisted. To her credit, the elderly widow swum as hard and fast as she dared, but at the end of the day the crawling pace of the Cetari flight northwards was set by her arthritic slowness.
Foregoing pleasantries, Lasbow opened with, “Are you ready to start talking to me now?” The aged merwoman had not forgiven the replacement king for organising her forced eviction from Castle Rock. Unspeaking, she glowered at him with rheumy eyes.
"Evidently not,” he surmised, pulling up alongside. He searched her blank, emotionless face for recognition. “You do remember who I am?"
"The same rascally, teenaged whippersnapper I clouted about the earholes for raiding my coral garden, so as to give your latest floozy back then a posy of coloured polyps,” she finally deigned to answer him. “Your aren't too old for me to clout you again for misbehaving."
Lasbow tried apologising for the umpteenth time. “I did it for your own good, Ochar. The Landhopper ruler would have had you hauled from your grotto—"
"As opposed to your goons dragging me out,” she griped.
"—and then killed for sport,” he finished saying.
"At least I would have had the comfort of dying at home, instead of waiting to expire out in this wastewater,” she further condemned his actions in an angry mutter. “In case you haven't noticed, I am no girlish mermaid. I'm set in my ways and, like a sea fan, cannot stand to be uprooted and transplanted elsewhere. I flourish only on home coral. You should have left me to my fate."
"You are far too valuable a resource to be squandered, Ochar. Cerdic never appreciated the wisdom your oldness brings to our community."
"Pointing out my age isn't flattering me."
"Now I'm Merking, I intend making full use of the rock pool of knowledge lodged inside that stubborn head of yours."
"Even though that pool has sprung leaks,” Ochar pointed out. “My memory is as worn out as this old body of mine and not at all what it used to be."
"I'll take what I can get,” Lasbow clicked. There was a tinge of desperation in the king's avowal.
Ochar nodded her understanding. “You've been steering us in a northerly heading. Are you intentionally following Najoli and Durgay's course?"
Intrigued by the mention of his renegade mentor and female accomplice, Lasbow quizzed the old merwoman. “I thought they fled south, in the opposite direction."
"So they did. I just wondered on the off-chance that your scouts might have swum across some sign of them."
"Unlikely. It's a big ocean out there.” Now she had pricked his curiosity, Lasbow's suspicions grew. “They were escaping southwards, weren't they?"
"Sure. At the start, anyways."
"Had they a different destination in mind?"
"Maybe."
"Tell your king."
"Didn't take you long to acquire airs and get uppity, Lasbow. Only bullies throw their weight about."
"Ochar, tell me."
"I forget."
"Ochar!"
"Well, I am forgetful."
"I command you to tell me!"
"Alright, alright. Keep your crown on. By now, they've hopefully made their way upwards into Mystsea.” She employed the archaic name for the frigid polar waters.
Lasbow did not. “Arctica Blue? Odd place to hide out in,” he mused. “They'll freeze their tails off up there."
Folding her arms guardedly, Ochar challenged the Merking. Age, sex, or social position was no barrier to her effrontery. “You didn't come back here to just shoot the current. What can I do you for?"
"I require your counsel,” he admitted, forgetting for the moment the jailbreakers. “I'm looking for a legend."
She flashed a toothless smile crooked with age. “That is a much better attempt at flattery."
"You misunderstand,” he said, shaking his crowned head. “I seek—"
"Don't trouble yourself. That quest is well underway,” Ochar interrupted, wrongly guessing Lasbow's inference.
Scratching his temple, the Merking felt confounded. “I think we've got our seagrasses crossed."
Realising her mistake and, for reasons entirely her own, not wanting to give away Najoli's search for god, Ochar played on her cracked memory, pretending her mind was wandering. “Pellish ... is that you calling, dear? I'll be but a moment for dinner."
Lasbow snapped his fingers in front of Ochar's bemused face. “Stay with me in the here and now, old mergirl. You're no use to me, or for that matter the merpeople, losing your thoughts, letting them float off elsewhere.” Her babbling ceased, eyes turning annoyingly vacant. “Such a loss,” he sighed.
"I'm suffering from amnesia, not death!” The senior citizen snapped back into coherency.
Putting his hands on his hips, King Lasbow smirked at his own cleverness. Making Ochar upset plainly cleared her addled mind of cobwebs, the anger sharpening her dulled memories. “Welcome back,” he said.
"Did I go somewhere?"
"No, but with a bit of help on your part we might all find sanctuary. Are you up to answering a question or two?"
"You didn't say the magic world."
"Please?"
"Not that one, the other one."
"Oh. Back to that again. Okay, I'm sorry."
"Like you mean it."
"I'm sorry my saving your life made you homeless,” Lasbow huffed.
"Thank you, Pellish.” That delusion was not feigned.
Frustrated by her merry-go-round memory, the Merking clenched the hilt of his sword, whitening his knuckles. “That's just great. She's popped out again."
"Which merwoman has?” enquired Ochar. “Anybody I know?"
"Somebody near and dear to you,” Lasbow muttered despairingly, swimming away.
"I thought you wanted to pick my brain, King Lasbow."
Stopped by Ochar's seesawing lucidity, he turned, optimism softening the angles of his scowl. “Atlantis,” he blurted, anxious to take full advantage of her clarity before she relapsed. “Share everything you can summon up from your recollections of the tale."
Astonishingly, her recall turned out to be extensive. “A mythical reef alleged to be the crowning glory of Tlan Sea, claimed by singing storytellers to have sunk ages ago due to a cataclysmic seaquake. Passing into legend, believers assert Atlantis is not lost, merely settled at the bottom of the ocean waiting to be regained."
"Does the legend rightly presume to know where it sank?"
"Surely your Majesty doesn't give credence to the story. Atlantis is nothing more than a common fable."
Lasbow responded to Ochar's scepticism by reciting a Cetari maxim: Where there's blood, there are sharks. “If the sunken reef exists, it'll make the perfect place to relocate our merfolk. The Landhoppers, as far as I'm aware, aren't privileged to our mythology. Even if by some unlucky fluke they learn that particular aspect of Cetari folklore, I'm betting they won't bother chasing down a folktale."
Knowledgeable as age made her, Ochar expressed reservations. “What if Atlantis is just that, a tall tale? I've been alive long enough to learn unconditional belief in a story, even a yarn passed down in legend for generations, doesn't necessarily make it real."
"I'm prepared to take the gamble.” Lasbow glanced around at his weary people, deprived of home and hope. “What have we to lose by believing?"
Applauding his conviction, Ochar quoted her own truism. “Faith can move seamounts."
"Even if it doesn't, we'll be far enough away from the Landhoppers for them never to be a concern again. Is the legend correct in narrowing down the final resting place of Atlantis as somewhere along the eastern coastal waters of Tlan Sea? In the wake of Durgay's arrest and his warning me how any war with the Landhoppers can never be winnable, I dispatched a pair of my Seaguardians to debunk the Atlantis myth on just that assumption."
"Smart merboy, but the legend also recounts the dangers associated with seeking it out. A kraken reportedly haunts the ruins."
"I hadn't heard that part,” said Lasbow, rubbing his chin musingly. “That might well explain why there's been no word from them."
"Monsters are just as mythical as Atlantis, Merking."
"Only to the unbeliever. I've talked to enough shaken whalebone retrievers to reach the conclusion they believe leviathans exist and are scarier than anything portrayed in a horror story. Their fear, while unfounded, is genuine and affects performance.” Lasbow's grimace stemmed from his fretting. “The trailbreakers ranging far ahead of us are diligently scouting for any telltale sounds of mermen presence. Thus far their hails go unanswered. There's no sound of the missing explorers. It's as if they've vanished, swallowed whole by the Deep."
"Perhaps the fabled kraken gobbled them up. Even myths must get hungry."
"That joke is in poor taste, Ochar."
A smile of apology from the regretful geriatric smoothed Lasbow's ruffled scales. “I never took pragmatic Captain Lasbow for one to put stock in a fishy-tale. You never were one for recklessly sticking your head above water."
"Merpeople do change,” he stated, expanding on his risk taking. “Every story needs a happy ending and, by Nupterus, I'll find us a new, safer home if we have to search the length and breadth of the Three Seas."
"Donning the crown made you regal and religious. Care for some advice from a silly old merwoman?"
"Would it hush your mouth if I said no?"
Not one for respecting convention, Ochar cupped Lasbow's face in her stiff hands. “Majesty, in your former role as Captain of the Seaguard, you've gotten used to having your orders obeyed with unquestioning compliance. Being king invests you with a substantial increase in that authority, but when issuing commands you need to employ a modicum of empathy."
For Lasbow, his intended met that shortfall in his character. Ahlegra was empathic enough for them both. That deficit covered, he remained politely attentive as Ochar continued imparting a measure of her vast wisdom.
"That was Cerdic's greatest failing and strength. He thoughtlessly imposed his will, uncaring if the situation warranted a tactful approach. While well and good when dealing with uncomplicated issues, a heavy hand is unneeded every time. Delicate matters require a softer touch."
Pausing, Ochar's gill covers flapped rapidly out of nervousness. Bouts of mental clarity, free of rambling, came so infrequently she feared leaving a spoken train of thought unfinished. She hurried her counsel along before forgetfulness reduced what she was talking about, plus the relevant conversation, to a disjointed memory.
"The merpeople will accept and carry out their king's wishes without so much as a whistle of complaint, if they're told the why for a command. Acting out of hand, instructing without explaining or justifying oneself is fine when leading the Seaguard. They'll blithely follow any order given them, promptly and without timidity. Your subjects need to hear the reasoning behind your decision-making, especially the major pronouncements. Personal understanding is the key to their obedience. To date, you haven't fully explained your actions and unwisely keep the populace in the dark."
"Only to stop needless worrying on their part."
"Instead, your reticence fosters insecurity. Listen to their grumbling, Merking. They worry regardless. Do the wise thing, give their unease a foundation on which hope can be built."
Lasbow took her advice onboard. “Ochar, you are indeed a rare pearl in the sand,” he praised her, naughtily stealing a kiss. Kingliness emboldened him no end!
Her hand lingering on her fulsomely lipped mouth, Ochar's gentle scolding held a distinctly humorous tone. “Get away with you, merboy. I'm old enough to be your grandmother."
With a swish of his flukes, the Merking returned to the head of the stationary convoy. Along the way he collected the Merqueen, courteously offering Minoh his arm. Parting to give him access to their mistress, Minoh's handmaidens scurried after the pair of stately royals, whispering to one another behind raised hands their speculations over what the determined look in Lasbow's eyes boded. They pulled into their wake interested onlookers, the crowd enlarging in size and curiosity until the entire Cetari race, including those Fishers patrolling the flanks of the caravan, stopped in suspense when the king and queen slowed and turned.
Lasbow faced the expectant throng, ignoring Ahlegra's mystified gaze. In a voice booming with confidence and amplified by his biosonar abilities, the Merking called attention to what he was about to proclaim. Public speaking did not unnerve the new king, as he scaled down the massed Cetari to an imagined squad of huddled Seaguardians being issued with fresh orders. The speechmaking trick of picturing your audience naked stumbled when applied to the unclothed merfolk.
"Fellow merpeople, my attention has been drawn to the inexcusable fact of my being rather remiss in keeping you informed of our current plight. The time has come to amend that.
"I need not point out how the Rock is in the hands of the Landhoppers. I gather there are many amongst you who disagreed with my choice not to mount a dedicated resistance, even though those defenders I commanded made sure the enemy suffered appropriate losses in order for them to occupy our home. Entitled as those complainers are to their opinions, you would all now be the main course at a Landhopper seafood banquet if we had opposed them fully."
Lasbow shrewdly let that unappealing fact sink in, allowing his listeners to digest the scary reality that fighting back would have ended in their inglorious suicide. Noble as that effort would have seemed, the end result was indisputable. To sacrifice themselves in vain achieved nothing, as the Landhoppers conquered the reef regardless. This way, the Cetari nation lived to swim another day.
Time to construct the hope Ochar suggested, Lasbow decided. A fast learner when it came to political machinations, behind Cerdic's back he lurked as the old Merking's understudy. Which was why he purposely placed Minoh alongside him now, carefully presenting a united front to the doubters. Image, foolishly so, counted for much when swaying public opinion.
"It is reasonable to presume I myself slew the Landhopper's substitute king, just as Cerdic eliminated the surrogate's predecessor. Making them leaderless again so soon most definitely kept them disorganised for a time and off our backs. We did right to take advantage of their confused state by fleeing. For certain, we lost our home and our reef. What we did not lose to them were our lives."
He could see by their reactions they comprehended the soundness of his argument. The hushed patter of rain overhead, the only indication of the severity of the shrieking thunderstorm topside, softly underscored their acceptance. Howling winds whipped across the churning sea, channelling the furious gusts into twenty-foot waves rolling and crashing against each other in a loudening display of frothy agitation. Undersea, the calmness existing from time immemorial crept sluggishly along, focusing Cetari meditation.
"We must also not lose the head start we shed so much blood to gain,” said the Merking. “Once the Landhoppers recover and regroup, they will come at us anew. Seizing Bounty Reef will not satisfy their lust for blood. They'll seek us out wherever we swim, hunt us down like dogfishes. They won't ever stop until every last Cetari is killed and accounted for."
"Why? What have we ever done to them to deserve such antagonism and persecution?"
Lasbow identified the mutterer as Dribben. As good a Fisher as they came, he was prone to bouts of depression which disqualified his entry into the Seaguard. Shrugging, the Merking said, “They're predators that hound for sport, driven by the enjoyment of the kill. That's enough of a reason to keep out of their way."
"By swimming away as cowards,” moaned Dribben.
"As survivors,” Lasbow contradicted the whiner. “And for us to stay out of the net requires this migration."
"To where?” Dribben clung to his fears and doubts like a billfish hanging on to bait. “There's nothing out here but black water. Or are we to ride the currents as nomads forever?"
"That detail is soon to be sorted out. Fishers are now scouting for a suitable place where we can resettle.” Though deception troubled him, Lasbow realised total honesty from a ruler was never advisable under any circumstance. The public could never objectively handle the utter truth. He rationalised his deceit by arguing that technically he had not lied, only misled. Ochar would surely disapprove, if she remembered to.
"How are we to find our way in foreign waters?” Dribben certainly was a persistent cynic.
Ahlegra, gliding in from out of the gathering to take up position on the Merking's free side and completing the royal trio, startlingly answered for him. Always the background royal, her name and face known without the public taking further interest in her thanks to her wilder sister's antics and higher profile, she habitually refrained from drawing attention to herself. The invisible workings of time and situation wrought changes on even the shyest individual. It came as no shock this crisis made each and every adult merperson dig deep within themselves, drawing forth their best and worst facets. In Ahlegra's case that meant revealing her hidden fortitude, a resolve she courageously showcased.
"Faith will be our guide,” she said with unaffected sincerity, her hand automatically slipping into the Merking's, that simple act humanising the stolid and stuffy image mantling Cetari royalty. “We remain the chosen people of Nupterus and He will not abandon us. Bide by the Sea God. For whatever unfathomable reason, He has us returning to what most believe is the cradle of Cetari creation. I don't profess to comprehend the workings of god's vast mind. Perhaps He means to remodel our society, improving it, and bettering us in the process. All that we need to understand is the unchallengeable belief that our Merking acts as the medium of His will. King Lasbow is the Sea God's voice. Heed them both."
Associating the kingship with the Cetari divinity did the trick, with the accepting populace dispersing and settling to enjoy the remainder of their break. The Fishers not on guard duty took the opportunity to forage, catching only what they could carry on their transoceanic trek. Pickings were slim, what with such a large body of merfolk scaring off the fish along their forced travels, and they bagged a few paltry blenny and damselfish that barely kept hunger at bay.
Returning the regal merwomen to the guardianship of the royal shepherds, Lasbow moved out into the channel, shadowed by his obligatory escort. Spending most of his adult life chumming with the Seaguard meant he gave their presence scarcely a second thought, even with the nature of their relationship changed. Going from captain to king affected the bodyguards” perception of Lasbow, compelling a shift in attitude. While their level of obedience remained steadfast, they functioned differently, operating as minders more than dutiful colleagues.
Buffered from the raging seas, screaming winds, and pelting rain by the tiers of cushioning saltwater, the Merking floated pensively in limbo. Sonar mapping relayed back to the main body of Cetari by the advance scouts revealed a narrowing of the strait at its eastern end, pinched by the remnants of a land bridge which recently spanned the brace of continents. Disintegrated by the same tectonic forces that created the upthrust, its leftovers comprised a series of craggy islets battered by relentless wind and waves. In time, the pounding seas would finish the demolition job and erode the giant stepping-stones into nonbeing. Until then, the isles of deformed and barren rock, which grew nothing but shrinkage, withstood the pummelling channel weather, posing a minor navigation hazard.
King Lasbow gazed steadily eastwards, as if he might locate Atlantis simply by staring in that direction. More than the fate of the merpeople rested on finding the legendary sunken city. Before leaving her, Princess Ahlegra whispered an ultimatum in the Merking's earhole, a good-natured demand his emotional happiness depended on being fulfilled.
"I'll happily marry you,” she teasingly said, “only when Atlantis is found."
Never had Lasbow earnestly wished for a myth to come true.


Chapter NineteenHardly the first instance of reviving in a strange place after being overpowered and knocked out, Durgay was not alone this time around. His concern for Najoli's welfare notwithstanding, the merman was glad for her company.
His senses returning to him in increments of sight and sound, feel and touch, itchiness no longer maddening his skin rubbed raw in places from frantic scratching, he found they were secured in a circularly walled tank of tropically warm saltwater, fenced in by the same peculiar “black ice” contouring the entrance tunnel. Floating face down, his befuddlement deepened when he realised the pool was softly lit from below by captive stars embedded in the artificial seabed! What in the oceans was this alien place lodged in the innards of an iceberg and implausibly warmed by miniature underwater suns?
Wallowing unconscious in the tepid water at his side, the seagrass bag slung over her shoulder acting as a sea anchor, Najoli looked as unhurt as he felt—not counting the slight, after-effects headache mildly thrumming his skull. Seeming so peaceful and serene in her forced slumber, he loathed having to disturb her. But here they were, imprisoned in an undersea ice cave by an undisclosed captor. She needed to be up and on her flukes, ready for any further surprises.
"Rise and shine, sleepy beauty,” he coaxed, gently shaking her shoulder.
The mermaiden stirred, muttering, “I am neither sleeping nor feeling beautiful,” looking slightly the worse for wear, her skin just as patchy as Durgay's from brushing away the imagined irritant.
Pleasantly startled by the surprising warmness of the water, she took a moment to familiarise herself with the changed surroundings. Looking about their ten-foot deep confinement using regular rather than sound sight, she shuddered. Appearing to have been drawn deeper into whatever trap they blundered into and imprudently sprung, Najoli did not care for the mechanics of their kidnapping; only the outcome of what was befalling them. Perturbed she should feel so ill at ease in what could only be the house of god, her assumption based solely on the otherwise inexplicable strangeness of their surroundings, the mergirl put aside her shaming sense of guilt to challenge Durgay's preparedness.
"Where's your trident? There's a creepiness to this place that sets my teeth on edge. We may need to defend ourselves."
Dismayed as he regarded his empty hands, the merman's searching eyes found no trace of his weapon anywhere on the pool bottom. Looking powerlessly at the sealed hatchway linking their detainment tank to the lengthy entrance tunnel, he lamented, “I must've dropped it when that Bureal charged me."
Not content to mislay his exclusive first-time sea spear, irreplaceable in terms of sentimental value alone, Durgay had managed to lose Ochar's generously gifted loaner to boot. Clicked and whistled words could not adequately express the disgrace weighing upon his heart, for as a Seaguardian, even an excommunicated member, such incompetence besmirched the name and values of mermanhood. In itself the trident was an object only, but steeped in venerable Cetari essence it assumed a lauded spirituality. Was the universe again telling Durgay he came up short of honouring the memory of his ancestors and race, was unworthy to be counted a Fisher, a Seaguard, or a merman even?
"Might not be a bad idea to tie it to your wrist next time,” Najoli dryly suggested.
Durgay moped. “I won't get a third chance. Pellish's trident is as unrecoverable as my virginity."
Slipping her arm around his, Najoli purred, “I trust that loss was a darn sight more enjoyable."
Failing to get the joke, the grimacing Fisher's unshakable moroseness put a downer on the revelational end to their questing for divine intervention. On the verge of uncovering the actuality behind Cetari religious conviction, of hopefully coming face to face with the true maker of all creation, Najoli baulked. What if Nupterus was at best indifferent, at worst devilish?
Fretting her finding religion might backfire, the young merwoman clutched Durgay fiercely. Rediscovering her self-reliance just as forcefully, she pulled the catfish out of the seagrass bag, so to speak, pluckily drawing the bone-handled shark tooth.
"What about a weapon for me?” Durgay whined.
"You can't be trusted not to lose it,” she teased him. When he sulked like a schoolboy not getting the toy his heart was set on, Najoli thrust the haddock his way. “Try not to lose this one. It'll be lunch later on."
Indignant, the Fisher spluttered, “I'm not wielding a wet fish!"
"Take or leave it, lover. Only don't beat any attacker about the head with it too much. Bruised food isn't all that nice to eat.” For all the good it did her, Najoli took another gander about their holding tank, compounding her bafflement. “Durgs my love, just where have we beached?"
"At the Ice Station,” a clanging voice answered frighteningly from all sides.
Jumping nearly out of their individual skins, the frantic Cetari were perplexed by the arrant emptiness of their pool. Plainly they were alone submerged, so from where was the intruding talker speaking? On impulse, Durgay popped his head above water to be confronted by the weirdest creature yet encountered on their marathon transoceanic journeying.
Humanoidal and no solider than an amphibiman of average stature, the straight-legged oddity standing nonchalantly by the tiled edge of the pool was, to Cetari eyes, skinned nakedly in a coat of glistening, reflective water. The unsophisticated merfolk could be forgiven their erroneous first impression of the robot clad in its outer casing of chromed metal fastidiously polished to a mirror finish. Operational machines, in stark contrast to the marine derelicts rusting on the ocean floor, were inconceivable.
Opening wide its smoothly jointed arms, the movement accompanied by the faintest whirring audible to the flabbergasted merman in the waterless, gaseous air, the automaton articulated its greeting even as Najoli surfaced, her permanently wide-eyed gaze scarcely taking in their host's robotic otherness. “Welcome home,” it saluted in its unaccented clanking speech, the volume politely dialled down to a tolerable listening level. “Long have I anticipated your return."
Feeling light-headed, Durgay sagged in the shallow water. Grabbing him about the waist, Najoli somehow overcame her own amazement to keep her giddy lover afloat.
Observing the merman's dizzy spell, the synthetically crafted “metalman” tilted forward its unsmiling head. “Was it something I said?"
The robot's shiny metal phizog had an owlish cast to it, in a hideously abstract way. A sharply defined ridge split the heart-shaped face straight down the middle, mimicking, in general outline, that of a bird's beak, before terminating in a meshed covered square doubling as an audio speaker and receiver, not to mention an olfactory receptor on the side: a mouth, ear, and nose rolled into the one compact package. Talk about economising! Bridging the apex of the perpendicular nose-line where it flowered into a pronounced V, the diverging edges circling the crown of its domed skull to link up again at the back of the head, bulged the orb of a sophisticated camera lens functioning as the automaton's eyes. Able to see in all visual spectrums, including the infrared and ultraviolet wavelengths invisible to the naked eye, the manufactured man appraised its guests using conventional vision, delighting in viewing the dumbfound merfolk in all their coloured, albeit optically enhanced, glory.
The chromium-plated humanoid's fascination grew into concern. “Is your male companion okay?” it asked the obviously womanly mermaid. “Does he require medical assistance?"
Having found her courage, Najoli had no trouble rediscovering her vocal attitude. “Don't worry about, Durgay. He's just feeling a bit faint. Bit of a mergirl, truth be told."
The cyclopean robot did not consider advocating the use of smelling salts to revive the faintish merman. That remedy would be wasted on a patient without a nose and allied sense of smell. Clasping its disturbingly mermannish hands together in front of its gleaming, angular waistline, it suggested to Najoli she lower her knife. “I harbour neither weapons nor the inclination to harm either of you."
Feeling foolish, she did so. How effective was a tooth going to be against the might of god anyhow? “You did abduct us from the cave mouth,” she pointed out.
Its countenance frustratingly unreadable, the mergirl had difficulty picturing a puzzled frown wrinkling the robot's static face. “Oh, you mean the access tube leading from the sea door. I merely transferred you both from there using the most expedient means at my disposal. If my method of relocation ... distressed you, I express my sincerest regrets.” It quickly maintained, rather defensively, “But you are, by and large, unharmed."
She accepted the machine man's apology and returned one on Durgay's behalf. “You'll have to excuse my merboyfriend. He has a problem acting properly in the presence of strangeness. Fortunately for you I don't, having had experience with royalty.” A bad experience that is.
Initially confused by what she was alluding to, the robot quickly cottoned on as Najoli stared deferentially its way. “And just who do you think I might be?” Its query carried a chime of amusement.
"You're Him,” she succinctly clicked, as if that phrase explained everything.
It was not elucidatory enough for the robot. “Him?"
"Yeah, Him,” Najoli repeated. “The Sea God, Lord of Seas and Skies, Creator of Winds and Waves ... do you want me to draw you a sonar picture?” Her cantankerous dealings with the Merking were certainly coming in handy about now!
"Good god! The Almighty Clause actually germinated,” the robot chuckled bafflingly.
Grasping she had missed something important, Najoli hazarded the guess, “You aren't Nupterus, are you? Of course not! I should have realised. The absence of wings is the most obvious clue. That and your looks."
The robot's puzzlement returned. “My appearance...?"
"Sorry to say, you define the word “ugly", pal. I've seen lovelier hagfish."
Roused by the interplay, Durgay lifted his lolling head to gripe, “Najoli, do you have to butt heads with every male who enters your life? I'm out for a moment and wake to find you insulting god Himself!"
Letting him go to float on his own, Najoli brought the merman up to speed. “Only he seems not to be. Isn't that right, stranger?"
Accepting its demystification, the robot confirmed. “I can honestly say I am not this god you were clearly expecting to find at the Station.” It paused meaningfully to add, “However, I am His secondary,” before introducing itself as Abe.
"Queer sort of name,” Najoli rudely rejoined. “What's it short for?"
Not the least bit offended, the robot's response was actually inflected with humour. “Ready, willing, and able.” The machine man, while expressionless, was not emotionless.
Coming fully alert, Durgay breathed a bubbly sign of relief. “So we bumbled into the right cave after all.” The import of their find impacting on him like a breaking comber, he snatched an impromptu hug off Najoli. “We made it! In spite of sharks and Shagroth, we found god's grotto. Nupterus is real!"
Disengaging herself from him, the mermaid burst his bubble. “Curb your excitement, Durgs. We've yet to actually meet Nupterus.” Bobbing in the agitated water, sloshing over the rim of the round tank level with the floor, she put to Abe, “He is here, right?"
Before the robot had the chance to reply, Durgay's thrill waned. “It'll be just our luck to have come all this way only to find He's not at home."
Abe kindly allayed that concern. “It's safe to say your creator's definitely here. There's no question of that. But don't be alarmed if He's not exactly in the style you've imagined."
Their suspicions raised, Najoli was the one to ask, “In what manner then?"
"I'll call Him, so you can see for yourselves,” accommodated the robot. “Dog, are you listening in?"
"Don't you mean God,” Durgay interrupted, attempting to correct the automaton.
"No, I meant to say Dog. He's dyslexic."
Not knowing what that meant, the uncomprehending Cetari gazed past Abe at the room their heated pool was centred in. Matching the robot for undiluted queerness, the chamber was octagonal in plan and boasted banks of floor-to-ceiling networked data storage and processor units arrayed along burnished alloy panels partitioned by the wall-mounted, vertical fluorescent strips supplying excessive, but regularly spaced, illumination to the reception area. A double archway off to one side divided into two short corridors, each leading off to an individual antechamber barred by a round, heavy gauge steel door inscribed with unintelligible red block lettering. The oxygen rich air vibrated softly with the unidentifiable, at least to the technologically retarded merfolk, background hum of powered up life support machinery pumping breathable gases into the normally airless chamber. After all, what use had an organically inert being for air? The overall feel the room generated was one of conjunctive geometry; a sensible patterning of oblongs and circles, curves and angles, where frivolous colouring did not detract from its uncluttered and pleasing simplicity, instilling in the visitor the distinct impression its unaffected designer had not been an architect, but a mathematician.
Transfixed by the random coloured flashes which lit up the dull black rectangular cover plates of the upright databanks like Christmas trees, Durgay neglected seeing the diamond shaped device suspended directly over the tank on the tip of a metal spindle, sheathed in a sleeve of fibre optic cabling, extruding flimsily downwards from the central flat whiteness of the vaulted ceiling. More observant than her beau, Najoli stared studiously upwards at the armchair-sized octahedron mutely pulsating with its own inscrutable lightshow, equally mesmerised by the polychromatic display. She was ideally placed to hear the discordant voice emanating from the object of her fascination.
"Online systems awaiting command responses."
"Boys and girls, meet your deity,” Abe said by way of presentation. “Say hello, Dog."
"Hello Dog."
Lowering her clicks to a confidential whistle, Najoli whispered to the automaton, “Nupterus speaks rather formally."
The robot shrugged. “He doesn't get out much."
Tearing his eyes away from the hypnotically blinking lights, Durgay nitpicked, “He's formless,” utterly disappointed by the reality. Racing across thousands of underwater miles, along the way enduring numerous hardships, surmounting formidable obstacles, dodging a plethora of dangers, to be greeted at the finish line by a disembodied voice without even a heralding fanfare was nothing short of a demoralising comedown.
"But isn't that the essence of faith,” reasoned Abe, “belief without substance. There are a great many invisible things that go to make up the universe. Just because your eyes can't behold a thing doesn't mean it's unreal.
"Which is why you have me to act as intermediary. I'll give your worship a physicality you can more easily relate to.” The robot emitted a rueful laugh. “I suppose in one way I was intentionally built for just this purpose, existing as a go-between for creator and creations. My life wasn't always so belittled. But that story is not your concern. Methinks curiosity alone did not compel you to journey all the way from ... ?
About to answer, Durgay was puzzled when Najoli clamped a restraining hand over his mouth. “Nupterus doesn't know? I always figured God saw and heard everything."
"He's a trifle short-sighted at times.” The robot's eye lens aperture contracted. “You can't expect Him to oversee every event in Creation. Omnipotence is vastly overrated."
"I want to speak to Him directly,” Najoli demanded.
Durgay flinched. She was digging her tail into the sand again.
Abe consented. “Be my guest. He won't bite."
Only because He has no mouth the mermaid wisecracked to herself. Feeling silly addressing the domed ceiling, Najoli nevertheless conversed with thin air. “Nupterus, er, hallo.” Her hail went unanswered.
Privately amused, the robot made the helpful suggestion, “He does prefer to be called Dog. Those in power exhibit a tendency for quirkiness."
Preaching to the converted, Najoli considered Cerdic's idiosyncrasies a darn site worse. Trying again, she elicited a chirp of response. “Ah, Dog, how are you today?"
"Functioning within acceptable parameters of efficiency."
Najoli glanced questioningly at the robot. “He's the picture of health,” Abe translated. “Go ahead. Ask Dog something else."
"Do you know who I am?"
In the deafening silence that followed her query, Najoli's imagination had her almost hearing the Sea God's almighty brain ticking over. She could not help but judder from the unsettling notion of being invisibly scrutinised.
"Multiple scan complete. Database comparison confirmed. Species: Homo Aquaticus. Subject: post pubescent female."
Again, she looked to Abe to interpret.
"He's saying what's already known. You're a seamaid."
"Bit longwinded,” Durgay critiqued.
"Indulge Him,” the robot said. “Using big words makes Him sound more intelligent."
Dog's assessment went on unprompted. “Physiological status: optimal, dermal abrasions not impairing function. Pausing ... ovarian disorder detected."
Abe's demeanour changed noticeably. Startling the Merfolk by swivelling its head around 180 degrees to point at a cluster of alternating wall lights, the robot chimed in godspeak, “Quantify medical abnormality. Is it cystic perchance?"
"Negative. Nil cysts and tumours discernible in ovaries."
"So what is the nature of her complaint?"
"Najoli's ill?” Durgay shared the automaton's worry.
She naturally joined in. “I'm don't feel sick."
"Be quiet, the pair of you,” Abe admonished, “and I'll find out.” Redirecting his gaze onto the gaily-lit polyhedron overhead, the animated robot's tinny voice rang with authority. “Dog, isolate and identify condition."
"Absence of fallopian tubes."
"Specific cause?"
"Running probabilities. Standby. Ninety-nine per cent certainty of congenital defect."
"Prognosis then."
"Infertility."
"Abe, care to put what mumbo jumbo Nupterus said into Cerat for me."
The manbot held nothing back, giving it to the mergirl straight. “The good news is, you aren't afflicted with a wasting disease—you won't be dying from cancer. The bad news is, you'll never become a mother."
For Najoli, the newsflash was heartbreaking. While not hankering to have children perse, to be denied the prospect of motherhood, robbed of that fundamental womanly choice without so much as a consultation, was an injustice. Durgay, giving no previous thought to fatherhood, now never would.
Riding roughshod over the saddened mermaid's unspoken feelings, Abe demanded to be told, “What reason brought you here? Why have you come?"
Seeing that his silent mergirlfriend was miles away, mulling things over in the privacy of her own troubled thoughts, it was left up to Durgay to plead their case, even if he considered any action taken by Nupterus, Dog, or whatever name the Lord of Seas and Skies fancied going by, would come woefully late to spare Castle Rock. The lifelong, duty bound Seaguard trainer still had to try.
Putting his arm comfortingly around Najoli's shoulder, he revealed, “We're emissaries, here to entreat the Sea God's help to deliver our merpeople from the clutches of an invading enemy overswimming the bountiful reef we've called home since the oceans filled up.” His gill slits flapped at double time to restore oxygenated seawater to his depleted system after such a wordy statement.
"Dog. Initiate threat task analysis mode,” Abe instructed.
"Complying."
The automaton proceeded to fire a barrage of questions at Durgay. “Who is this enemy you speak of? From where have they originated? How many do they number in relation to your own populace? When did they invade? Precisely where is this reef you inhabit?"
Reeling from the interrogative robot's hassling, the Fisher blurted out his responses mechanically, as was Abe's intent. Honesty was best provoked in rapid rejoinders that left the answerer no time to deliberate. Lies were the product of overthinking.
"Landhoppers. The reef next door. Too many to count. Sometime ago. In warmer southern seas."
Hardly informative, Abe tried to get his polished head around the concise disclosures. “I'm unfamiliar with the term Landhoppers. Define what they are for Dog's benefit."
"A pain in the peduncle,” bitched Durgay.
"That's unspecific and not at all helpful. Dog, can you do any better?"
"Searching database. Please wait.” That annoying pause from the supernatural being while He pondered. “Search complete. No matches found."
Durgay began to doubt Nupterus's all-powerfulness. The creator should be providing answers, not seeking them.
"Okay, we'll skip the bad guys for now,” Abe decided, concentrating his faculties on geography instead. “We tracked you from the time you crossed the strait dividing the two continents."
"We?"
"I mean Dog did. He allows me to double check His surveillance."
"Didn't you say it's impossible for Nupterus to observe everything in the undersea world?"
"I never said impossible, only that it's difficult to keep track of it all. Dog likes to keep abreast of the monumental stuff and your visit is of epic importance. Your god is always watching. You'll just never be aware when He's eavesdropping.
"Anyhow, you were monitored the moment you crossed the equatorial boundary line bisecting the tropical and temperate seas. I just want to determine your exact point of origin. Does your reef lie farther south along the eastern coastline?"
Durgay became recalcitrant, feeling awkward about giving away the location of his home waters, even if it was to god's personal assistant.
"Come, seaman. Dog can't be expected to bestow aid if you aren't completely forthcoming. Where is your reef situated?"
"On the other side of the dry sands."
"The continental desert at the bottom of the southern landmass? Is that what you're referring to?"
Durgay nodded unsurely, proceeding to describe the identifying sea stack marking the location of Bounty Reef in Cetari terms, hoping the robot would comprehend.
Abe appeared he did, stating happily, “That places your home on the lower west coast. Now we're making progress. Next, the whereabouts of the Landhopper reef relative to yours.” For that the robot needed to enlist god's capacious help, the Fisher relating how Lunder was not so much a reef but the atoll crowning it. “If you'll excuse me but a moment, I must confer with Dog via a direct interface. Don't misread this as my excluding you from the conversation. It is simply a case of accelerating the process. I'm sure you want this dreadful matter resolved as quickly as possible."
"Even sooner than that,” Durgay hoped.
Before walking smoothly over to the hugest of the database consoles, the robot apologised. “I'd offer refreshments, except the Station has not hosted the Cetari in many a long century and it'll take time to rustle up some victuals. I myself have no need of food. It's not as if I can run down to the local store to purchase snacks for you."
Holding aloft the fish Fultark caught, Durgay said, “That's okay. We brought our own.” Fascinated by the robot plugging its index fingers into ports on the blinking façade, the Fisher waited for Abe to be totally immersed in soundless conversation with the Sea God before shaking Najoli back to the present. “I think it's happening,” he smiled, directing her gaze onto the busied robot surrounded by a flurry of winking lights. “I'm certain of Nupterus's willingness to help the merpeople."
Returning his look of profound trust with tearless, wounded eyes, the barren mermaid poured coldwater on her lover's enthusiasm. “Has He actually agreed to intervene?"
"Not in so many words, but I'm confident He will."
"There's something fishy about all this, Durgs. Call me crazy—"
"I wouldn't dare to."
"—but it seems to me like this Abe is in charge of Nupterus. It's as if the Sea God's been enslaved. Is that even possible? Can a god fall victim to, to..."
"A stronger god,” Durgay finished her sentence. Once again perceiving life in his limiting, but occasionally insightful, cut and dried fashion, the direst thought crossed the Fisher's mind; a notion so horrible it made his ultra sensitive skin crawl with revulsion. “What if the Landhoppers worship their own deity?” he tentatively hypothesised, afraid of sounding blasphemous, but possessed by the abominable idea.
The warming water did nothing to prevent a chill shivering Najoli. The insinuation of an inter-god tussle seemed too farfetched an idea to even entertain! Could Abe be in cahoots with whatever idol the foul frogmen deified? Or was there more to the robot than met the Cetari twinned eyes?
As if reading her mind, Durgay pulled Najoli underwater with him and spouted confidentially, “Abe gets about on two legs and resides on dry ice. That's scarily close to how I've seen the Landhoppers live. I hate to think, let alone say it, but on reflection that automatically makes him suspect in anyone's brook."
Crazily defending the unfamiliar robot, the once strongly irreligious mermaid made the point, “But don't the Landhoppers do just that, hop on land? Abe does neither by walking on frozen water. That certainly marks him different."
"So you're saying we ought to trust him."
Undecided, Najoli touched the Fisher's arm for reassurance. “There's only one male I don't mistrust in this seaworld."
Flattered by her confidence in him, Durgay could not reconcile his uncertainties. They had come such a long way and not just in sea miles. Najoli's miraculous conversion to Cetari religion, as well as his own seesawing faith, was being challenged by the robot's very mysteriousness.
She tested his belief. “What's your impression of Nupterus?"
"The name change will take some getting used to. But that should please the lyricists of the Songline Scriptures."
"How so?"
"Rhyming Dog will be easier than Nupterus."
"Singing aside, what's your gut reaction to the Sea God?"
'I rightly expected to be awed in His presence.” Durgay swallowed nervously. “But He..."
"Frightens you?"
Ashamed of his anxiety, the Fisher could only nod.
Again asserting herself as the mentally stronger half of their oddball pairing, Najoli feared, “We're in over our heads, Durgs. Way over our heads."
Being submerged, the couple had no way of seeing Abe's head swivel eerily around to face the pool, his telescopic camera-eye zeroing in on the debating merfolk. The robot's visible snooping was unnecessary. Carefully hidden recording devices were planted in the tank walls, permitting Abe to listen in on the private conversation, as well as read their corresponding body language from any angle. And what the metal eavesdropper discerned was angst-ridden scepticism.
"Journeying here must have been very taxing for you both."
The robot's intrusive voice gagged the whispering Cetari. Caught out, they glanced guiltily about, expecting Abe's remonstration. Worryingly, the sentient machine sounded unbothered by them privately conversing. “You must be incredibly weary and in need of rest."
"The nap you forced on us took care of our tiredness. We're feeling fully refreshed. Aren't we, Durgs?"
"Fit as a fiddler crab."
"You're fibbing. Elevated heart and respiratory rates, accelerated pulse, heightened blood pressure ... all indicators you are covering that up. Sleep is mandated. Besides, Dog informs me His deliberations will take some time."
"What is there to mull over?” argued Durgay. “The Cetari urgently require His help to fend off the Landhoppers. All He has to do is send it."
"That overview is quixotic. Other factors must be taken into account, godly considerations weighed up before a decision is reached. I recommend you take the opportunity this downtime presents to recharge your organic batteries."
Gleaning the robot's recommendation came as more demand than request, and never one for backing down, Najoli clashed wills with Abe by crassly refusing. “We're not the least bit sleepy."
"Oh, but I insist.” The robot's pushiness more than matched the mermaid's intransigence.
Durgay suddenly complained. “This water has a funny taste to it."
Giddiness nauseated Najoli quicker than she could react. “Abe's put something in the water!” she managed to surmise before collapsing and sinking to the bottom of the pool, joined there moments later by her comatose merboyfriend.
The sneaky automaton's projected voice laughed hollowly, as the louvered vents responsible for covertly introducing the colourless anaesthetic fluid into the tank returned to their closed position. “Sleep with the fishes, my dear Cetari."


Chapter TwentyExcitement rippled through the wanderers like a nervous tremor. Unable to hold in his expectation or impatience any longer, Lasbow charged out to greet the returning searchers, dragging his startled bodyguards with him. Ever since word filtered back to the merfolk how the lead scouts had swum across one of the Cetari explorers and were bringing him in, the elated refugees buzzed with the assumption that finding the missing merman coincided with discovering the sunken city. The Merking had received no such report, hence his impetuosity. He wanted to determine the facts, to learn firsthand if the recovered Fisher was successful in his titanic endeavour. He was desperate to know if Atlantis had indeed been rediscovered.
What he disappointingly found was the former jailer slumped between two of his compatriots like a wet rag. Propped up at the elbows, the flaccid Seaguardian appeared limper than the hundred-foot long kelp fronds wafting in the onshore swell.
Coming across the coastal seaweed that clogged the rocky shores of the eastern seaboard in thick, impenetrable rafts lying just outside the surf line proved an unexpected boon for the hungry nomads. Astoundingly nutritious, the drearily hued oarweed, tinted every conceivable shade of brown, was as bland tasting as it looked, but amply nourished its diners, supplementing their fish diet with much needed salads. The Cetari pickers were not alone in harvesting the temperate ocean crop. Sea cows languidly browsed the lavish kelp beds in numberless herds like waterborne buffalo, their constant, reflex flatulence bubbling the seawater with impolite grunts and burps. Disinclined to mingle with the mammoth sirenians, the snobbish merfolk reaped the seamoss growing on the outer edges of the kelp forests, letting the strangely spoken behemoths wallow in and graze the compacted central clumps undisturbed, the fronds draping across their elephantine bodies like string vests.
Accosting the motionless Fisher and fearing the worst, Lasbow lifted the merman's chin and flinched when met by eyes glazed over not in death but abject terror. Passing his hand repeatedly before the vacant-faced explorer elicited no response whatsoever. The listless Seaguard was unmarked, apparently uninjured save for whatever mental trauma had stripped him of his senses.
"He does not react to any stimuli, not even offerings of food,” said a Fisher directly behind the debilitated mermale.
Waving for the speaker to come forward, Lasbow recognised the merman given the responsibility of scout leader swimming around to the head of the tiny group. “What's wrong with him, Brost? What befell him to make him like this?"
"Don't know, Sire. Your guess is as good as anyone's. It was pure chance we even drifted across him. One of the lads was checking out an oddly contoured rock shelf overlooking deepwater and bumped into him tucked away under an overhang, cowering on the ledge like an unhappy clownfish. Took him to be dead at first, till we noticed his faint, uncontrollable shakes. That trembling only stopped once we lifted him up into shallower seas."
Seeking truths, Lasbow shook the Fisher's shoulders rougher than he intended. “What happened to you, merman? Where's your partner? Did you find Atlantis?” When no replies came, he looked imploringly at Brost. “Can't he speak?"
"Not anything remotely coherent since we found him,” the ranking scout supplied. “And that was only babble about being assailed by some marine monstrosity. Whatever the sea creature that spooked him was, it made a mess of his trident.” Brost handed Lasbow a badly broken haft, in worse condition than its owner.
Examining the jagged ends where the pronged head had clearly been snapped off with horrendous force, fracturing the whalebone along half the length of the shaft, the Merking felt his hopes dashed. Whatever beast wrought this possessed horror enough to scare the assaulted merman witless. Was the sentry kraken, purported to guard the submerged city, real and his unknown attacker? If so, exactly where did the mauling take place? How far had the disgraced jailer swum to distance himself from the lurking nightmare? Most importantly, alleging Atlantis had been reached, could Cetari divers expect to survey the undersea ruins without risk of ambush and similar terror?
Left with more questions than answers, Lasbow consigned the traumatised Fisher to the care of mermaid healers. Perhaps their patient could be nursed back to mental health, but he doubted it. On the surface, the wrecked trident was simply a damaged tool. Underneath, the subtext was as clear as daylight. An extension of Cetari psyche, the ruined weapon symbolised the shattered spirit of its owner, his damaged soul just as irreparable as the smashed whalebone.
About to instruct Brost to return his staunchest scouts to where they fished up their enigma and delve into the mystery, an unsolicited observation from the front ranks of the bystanders crowding the rescued merman gave the king pause to reconsider.
"You'll get nothing out of him, Your Majesty. Not anything sensible, anyway. He's shell-shocked, severely so."
With a stern glance, Lasbow skimmed the nosy gathering for the faceless busybody, before asking outright, “Who makes such a bold evaluation?"
The presumptuous merman venturing his opinion raised his trident smartly, undaunted at becoming the new centre of attention.
Fixing him with a stare cooler than the chill that crept into the coastal water the further north they advanced, after exiting the channel three months earlier, the king of the drifters shook the shattered trident annoyingly at the anonymous Fisher. “I'm usually good with faces. I ought to know yours."
"There's no reason for you to remember me especially, King Lasbow. You were only a merboy when we were introduced and our acquaintanceship was brief."
Using the heel of his hand, Lasbow smacked his forehead after recognition came to him. “I've dredged up who you are! You train the whalebone divers."
The merman whose task it was to select candidates for the Retrievers sect, instruct the raw recruits in the nuances of deep sea diving, and weed out those hopefuls who proved unsuited to such a dangerous and daring profession, nodded.
"Your name is Erops,” Lasbow finished recalling. A few months younger than Durgay, the dive instructor looked fitter than most mermen half his age. The Merking pointed to the unseeing, uncomprehending voyager. “What was it you claimed he is suffering from?
"Shell-shock,” Erops repeated. “Worst case I've ever seen. It afflicts divers who descend beyond the margin of safety. The term is coined from the chamber snail my boys habitually carry with them on every dive. If the shell begins to crack from the pressure, they've exceeded their length of stay in deepwater and need to ascend on the double."
Not even Cetari Retrievers could fully escape the physical effects of prolonged exposure to the mind-boggling pressures and numbing coldness of the sunless abyss. The deepest sounding of the extinct great whales, the blunt-headed sperm, had been limited in dive duration by how long an adult could last underwater on a single breath. Remaining submerged for anywhere up to two hours, the champion diving mammal had to consciously return to the surface to breathe. Unhampered by such a constraint, the specially trained mermen nonetheless were subject to limitations peculiar to their own physiology. While certainly burly in build, not even their robust skeletons could withstand indefinitely the enormous stresses which regular plunges to depths of 2,000 feet and more imposed on the body.
"The telltale indicators of shell-shock are disorientation, plus hand and tail tremors,” Erops expounded for the uninitiated Merking's benefit. “Another less visible, but more potent, symptom are hallucinations."
Lasbow dwelt on the implications of the last statement. “Are you suggesting that his mention of a monster may be the imaginings of a rattled mind?"
"We can't ignore that likelihood, Sire."
"Brost, what is your take on this matter? Did you find any physical evidence to support the allegation of an attacking sea monster?"
Shaking his head, the scout relayed, “Other than the busted trident, there was no trace. A swift search of the surrounding sea was conducted. We found nothing. Either the monster was long gone, or..."
"It was never there to begin with,” sighed Lasbow, completing Brost's thought. His steady gaze shifted from the scout commander to the diving tutor, before returning to Erops, foretelling the obvious decision that was coming. “A more thorough search of the area is called for to establish what exactly transpired,” the Merking decided.
"By thorough, don't you mean deeper?” Erops construed.
"The scouting party will be kept necessarily small, to reduce the risk factor. A trident just doesn't break apart on its own. Something snapped it in two.” The Merking's impossibly black eyes rested back upon the trainer. “An experienced Retriever is needed to go along."
"What for? This is no dive in search of whalebone."
"The object of the hunt will be to retrieve the truth, Erops. Are you up to the challenge?"
"Are you volunteering me, Sire?"
"As instructor, you are obviously the best qualified for the task. I could always command you to go.” Lasbow held off ordering Erops, sensing the stubbornness in the merman's character. His time as leading officer in the Seaguard had taught Lasbow the value of not forcing an unpleasant order on a junior. Imposing one's will on another generally caused a backwash of resentment. As king he could override any reluctance on the part of an unwilling subject, but he preferred that obedience be voluntary, not forced. “The choice remains yours. I'll not compel you to take part in something you have qualms about."
"I'd be only too glad to participate, Merking, but for this.” Erops grudgingly held up his left arm and dumfounded Lasbow with the pitiable stump where his hand should have been. “I do not teach of my own choosing,” he said, bitterness inflecting his glum whistle.
Constrained by Cetari etiquette from asking Erops outright how he suffered his amputation did not preclude Lasbow from wondering. Later that day he would make discreet enquiries and piece together, from snippets of personal information reluctantly divulged by colleagues, the tragedy behind the mishap that had cost the dive instructor his hand.
A victim of his own foolish mermale pride, a year ago Erops stupidly stuck his arm into the yawning gape of a giant clam in response to a challenge set by his cheeky pupils.
A prerequisite for the mermen who risked the many perils that came with the territory of diving into the abyss on a semi-regular basis, bravado turned out to be a serious character flaw when hazards were taken lightly. Boldness and incaution existed as fickle bedfellows. Retriever audacity extended to the frequent games of bluff they played, pushing the boundaries of luck and sensibility to ridiculous limits. But those games carried an underlying purpose, casually testing trainees and tutors alike, charting the depths of their courage. A deep-sea diver who lacked gumption was as useful as a seagrass net with a hole in it.
Playing Russian roulette with a loaded 600 lb clam was their preferred game of chance. The dare was to see how long a Retriever could stand to bear leaving his hand in the jaws of the five-foot long mollusc before his nerve failed. The trick to triumphing lay in precisely judging when to yank the limb out of harms way. The dorsally hinged shells of the enormous bivalve closed with measured solemnity, deceptively slow until near the end, when the organically powerful adductor muscle contracted sharply and snapped shut the corrugated halves with violent abruptness.
Winning the dare had been easy enough for Erops. He outlasted his disgusted fellow gamers by a wide margin, due to the fact he had no recourse but to win. The teacher losing out to a pupil did not set a good precedent. Extricating his arm did pose a harder problem to overcome afterwards, as in his excitation he misjudged the timing and pulled back a fraction too late. The shells clamped securely shut about his wrist and locked tight, crushing bone and blood vessels, trapping the darer. Rushing to his aid, his pupils” efforts at levering open the monster mussel by wedging their tridents in the gape came to naught. Erops would have to wait for the clam to reopen of its own accord.
Cruelly, time was not on his side that tragic day.
Attracted by the unusual commotion in the clam beds, a megashark swept in from the outer reef and cruised past, panicking the grouped merman. Courage fled each and every one them and they hastened after it, ensuring them flunking the diving course. Except for the brave soul who stayed. He was guaranteed a pass mark from his trapped tutor. Of course, that depended on dissuading the giant fish from making a meal out of them.
Switching from fighting to free Erops to fighting for both their lives, the merman found himself caught between a dock and a hard plaice. Armed only with determination and his woefully undersized harpoon, deterring the megashark was an unrealistic objective. In two lethal bites, master and apprentice would be rendered into fish food.
The heroic Retriever had then made the snap decision to lop off his trainer's hand at the wrist. There was no alternative. When viewed in the context of the larger picture, that sacrifice was a small price to pay for saving two lives. The irony of it all was black humour at its darkest; the surgical instrument of choice was a megashark tooth.
Gritting his teeth in readiness, Erops mercifully passed out from the blinding pain when the serrated teeth of the knife sliced through steely blue skin into his pinked flesh. Unflinching, his rescuer carved through muscle and tendons, arteries and veins, calmly cutting as if he were dicing up a tuna. The diver worked exceptionally well under pressure. Tasting blood in the water, the megashark made another pass, terrifyingly close, its wash buffeting the mermen. Hitting bone, the amateur sawbones worked faster, ripping through the skeletal forearm and remaining strips of skin. Using his seagrass belt and the hilt of his knife to fashion a tourniquet, the audacious Retriever staunched the flow of arterial blood pumping from the stump. The natural salinity of the saltwater irrigated and cleansed the messy amputation, eliminating the chance of infection. Finished applying his makeshift first aid, he dragged his insensate tutor by the tail back to Castle Rock, shadowed the entire way by the nosy megashark, which inexplicably did not carry out its threatened attack.
Erops obviously lived through the brutal trauma and substantial blood loss of the drastic rescue measure. Expectedly, his recovery was slow and painful. Even now, he suffered days when the stump throbbed unpleasantly with the taunting sensation that his severed hand was still attached, the aptly titled “phantom limb” feeling and an intermittent reminder of his brush with death.
His hurt extended beneath the surface of his roughly healed injury. Erops's diving career lamentably came to an end, severed with the same finality that removed his hand. The pressures the Deep exerted on his stump pained him beyond normal levels of tolerance, and his disability relegated him to an inevitable and permanent teaching role, coaching from the sidelines. Affected by his indignity, Erops covered that shame by inventing the story of his hand having been bitten off by a giant shark, omitting the part of getting it lodged in a correspondingly giant clam. For reasons of graciousness and camaraderie, his rescuer did not contradict the story, sparing his victim's feelings by perpetuating the lie.
Accepting Erops's right to privacy, the Merking asked if he would nominate a substitute. The coach did not even stop to think and stunned Lasbow for a second time with his choice. “I'm handicapped, unable to go diving into black water ever again. But Dribben is not."
Overcoming his shock, Lasbow clicked, “I wasn't aware he qualified as a Retriever."
"Luckily, not every merman is cut out for the Seaguard,” Erops rejoined somewhat hostilely. An unfriendly rivalry existed between the divers and bodyguards, sourced in professional jealousy.
"Name another,” the Merking commanded Erops. “My admittedly limited experience of Dribben is that he is at times glummer than a shark turned vegetarian. The dive will likely be gruelling, but you've guessed that. A diver with confidence and optimism is wanted, not a cynic who'll lose hope at the first obstacle."
"On the contrary, King Lasbow, Dribben's moroseness works to his favour. He has a fatalistic approach to life that makes him less susceptible to fear. That leads him to take appreciably greater, but to his mind sufferable, risks."
"I don't want to be encumbered by a diver with a death wish."
"You won't. Dribben accepts, not embraces, his mortality. It's not that he wants to die any more than anyone else does. He's just not afraid to."
Lasbow needed further convincing. Fathoming the depths of a fable required a confidence motivated by belief. To go looking for a legend, and tackle the nightmarish monster allegedly associated with it, without a shield of hopefulness to buffer against the dark fears of the bleak times courted disaster.
"You won't find a better merman than Dribben at free-diving,” Erops reaffirmed. He held aloft his stump once more. “Also, he is clearly handier than me."
Lasbow consented curtly with a grunt. “On your say-so, Dribben will do."
A progressive darkening of the sea matched the twilight purpling of the sky above water as evening embraced the mirror realms. Flying fish ceased their aerial jaunts, plopping back into the unsafe seas where nocturnal terrors hungrily waited, even as wheeling seabirds squawked farewell to the ocean larder and returned to the security of their cliff-face roosts before darkness blackened land and sea.
"Night-rise is coming,” observed the Merking. “Diving in the dark won't present a problem, but I'd prefer to wait until day-fall. We could all do with a good night's sleep after today's drama. Everyone will be better off rested before coping with whatever excitement tomorrow brings. Brost, find us a sheltered bay in which to spend the night."
"Got one already in mind, Sire,” the head scout reported.
"Good. Erops, you'll notify Dribben about tomorrow's dive. He needs to be ready to depart promptly at day-fall."
"Who should I tell him to report to?"
"Me directly."
Erops rigidly performed a half-bow and swam off to locate his master diver without further comment.
Brost cleared his throat awkwardly. Lasbow looked at him expectantly, his glance giving the scout permission to speak freely. “Sire, if I might be so bold as to query. Am I to infer that you intend to oversee the dive to find Atlantis yourself?"
"That and more,” Lasbow confirmed. “I'll be heading the expedition."
"Is that wise?"
"Thanks for the vote of confidence, Brost. You doubt that I'm capable of handling myself down there?"
"Of course not, my king,” the scout hurriedly clicked, tripping over his tongue in his haste to apologise for his presumptive forwardness. “Only, why put yourself at needless risk? The Cetari have lost one Merking already. Losing another might well cripple us entirely."
Lasbow looked Brost over carefully, measuring his worth. “How long have you acted as a fish finder?” Cetari scouts worked chiefly to locate schools for the Fishers. Theirs was a symbiotic efficiency that fed the merpeople.
"Since adulthood, Sire."
"And you never once, in all that time, considered applying to join the Seaguard ranks?"
Shrugging, Brost said, “Never had cause to."
"Consider it now."
Puzzlement silted the scout's face. “I am happy in my chosen profession and have no desire for a career change.” He paused, sensing his monarch's insistence firming the water between them. “Unless it is your will,” he construed.
"More than that, it's going to be my command,” Lasbow avowed.
Forgetting his place again, Brost blurted errantly, “But I have scouting duties pending."
The Merking folded his arms. “Such as?"
"Directing your search party to the dive site, for one."
"Assign another guide. What else?"
"Settling everyone into a cove tonight."
"Actually, think longer term. If the water turns sour on the dive, I want our people kept at a safe distance for more than the one night."
"They'll need feeding in the meantime,” argued Brost. “Fish will have to be herded for the Fishers to spear."
"That'll fall under your jurisdiction as Seaguard boss to coordinate with your replacement."
Brost's jaw dropped open with undisguised surprise.
"Better close your mouth, Captain, lest you start catching fishing flies."
"Sire, I—I'm not qualified,” Brost stammered in protest.
"That's arguable,” refuted Lasbow. “You've already displayed the necessary management qualities through admirably leading the scouts during the course of our flight from Bounty Reef. Transferring that authority of yours over to the Seaguardians is no big deal."
"Won't they resent my appointment, after expecting one of their own to be promoted?"
"They'll get over it ... eventually,” Lasbow predicted. He clapped a hand supportively on Brost's shoulder. “One thing I've learned lately is that transition, even when planned for, happens with shocking quickness. Take me. I went from captaining to kingliness faster than a speeding sailfish. My rapid rise is still sinking in. But take it in your stroke and you'll do fine."
The uncomfortable expression on Brost's face showed he thought otherwise.
Pushing him off with a gentle shove, King Lasbow enjoined Brost to go and perform his last duty as scout leader. “I'll announce your captaincy before the evening meal,” he added.
Smiling bravely as he numbly swam away, Brost mumbled disparagingly, “That titbit before eating won't help anyone's digestion."
"Wait up."
Brost halted on command as Lasbow caught up to him.
"I'm curious,” confessed the Merking. “The rock shelf you found our wreck of a merman sheltering under. What was the peculiarity which prompted you to investigate it?"
His chance to turn the tables and send his monarch reeling, Brost revealed, “The corners of the ledge had a distinctly unnatural feel to them. Even beneath the encrusting barnacles you could tell without sound-sight they weren't rounded but angular, the rock faces weirdly flat and slab sided."
Lasbow, his hopes soaring, dared to ask, “Atlantean in nature perhaps?"
Beaming happily this time, the impending Seaguard officer shrugged wryly. “They looked mermanmade, though not by Cetari hands. If it isn't connected to Atlantis, it's a clever hoax."
For the first time since the commencement of the ill-fated War of the Reefs and the resulting fallout, Lasbow saw a glimmer of hope lighting the otherwise dismal horizon and looked forward to a pleasanter dinner.
* * * *Since donning the crown Lasbow had broken with bachelor custom and shunned eating with the merboys to dine every evening alone with Ahlegra. Spending quality time with the Merprincess was a rare and precious commodity that allowed the couple a daily respite from the stress and strain of headship, where both could momentarily forget their status and pretend to be ordinary, uncomplicated Cetari. That brief whimsy existed only if dinner talk remained light and casual, which was not the case tonight.
"You shouldn't lead the expedition yourself,” Ahlegra quietly clicked, finally broaching the subject matter of the Merking's worrying pronouncement made a quarter hour earlier that set tongues wagging while diners partook of the small shoal of rainbow smelt netted in an adjoining inlet and distributed fairly by the Fishers.
No such simple fare for the royals and their privileged bodyguards, who supped on the lucky find of an old man grouper spotted hovering on the edge of the continental shelf and speared before he could make an escaping run for deepwater. Cramming a fresh chunk of the salty white meat into his mouth, Lasbow mulled and masticated at the same time. Who said Mermen were incapable of multitasking!
"I've never been a backseat diver,” he casually answered between bouts of chewing.
Cutting herself a bite-sized piece off the kelp frond floating between them, Ahlegra daintily nibbled the edges of the tasteless oarweed. “You and Cerdic have that in common,” she rejoined.
Swallowing, he fixed her with a steady, defensive gaze. “And only that,” he stated. “I will do nothing to hurt you."
"Foolishly risking yourself grieves me."
"I am the Merking. I must lead by example."
"That doesn't wash with me. You don't have to personally take charge of every single undertaking. Delegate someone to go in your stead."
"This won't be a pleasure cruise, Ahlegra. I'll need to captain the survey team myself."
"Why not task the Fisher you named tonight as the new Seaguard commander with the job?"
"Brost is needed here, in case..."
"What? The unthinkable happens and you don't return.” The indignant Merprincess let the kelp drift away as a visual metaphor of potentially lost chances. “I bet the Sea Witch put you up to this craziness."
"Ochar helped me see things more clearly,” was all Lasbow conceded. “You told me to trust my instincts,” he argued, throwing Ahlegra's advice back in her face like a returning wave. “My heart is telling me to follow through on this."
"By diving headlong into the unknown."
"Don't mistake bravery for recklessness. I'll conduct the exploration with the necessary amount of caution."
Knowing Lasbow was a meticulous planner did not allay Ahlegra's concerns. She sighed petulantly, cross with herself for sounding like a nagging fishwife even before they tied the reef knot. “I guess I can't sway you from this."
"I'm monarch. I have the final say on everything."
Impulsively, she swept the floating foodstuffs aside and lunged at Lasbow, shedding her shyness, clutching him to her breast. Not at all minding the closeness of her bosom, he distractedly felt anxiety trembling her body. “Swear you'll come back to me,” she pleaded.
"I intend to,” he promised.
"Even with that giant squid roaming about."
He stared up into her imploring eyes.
"I've heard the whispered whistles,” she said, the fear creeping into her voice.
Lasbow hugged his upcoming queen back. “If it's real, the kraken will be dealt with like every danger that has gone before threatening the Cetari. I'll hack it up myself into squid rings if need be. Meanwhile, you'd better start planning your wedding."
Resting her head against his chest, Ahlegra teased him. “Aren't you jumping the trident? You can't be sure if it is Atlantis down there."
"Tomorrow's dive ought to dredge up the reality, one way or the other,” Lasbow stated aloud, privately thinking afterwards, The indicators are certainly there. It can't be anything but Atlantis. Yet I have to see it for myself, to be sure before committing my people. To have come this far, sacrificed so much—failure is unthinkable, unbearable. But I can't deny that this whole venture may just be folly. It is, after all, a case of hit and myth.
"At the first sign of trouble, you'll hightail it out of there, won't you?” Ahlegra suddenly prompted him.
Even though it went against the grain, his mermale pride reckoning he could handle anything that swum his way, Lasbow nodded his assent. Of the two hazards, a riled mermaid was infinitely scarier than a gigantic squid.
Consuming the rest of their cold and soggy meal in meaningless silence, each contemplating what fates tomorrow might bring, they turned in early for the evening uttering forced, clipped words of goodnight.
Too restless for sleep, Lasbow glided unobtrusively amongst the settling merfolk. Huddling for reassurance as much as safety, adversity only strengthened their unity. Underpinning Cetari society, interdependence was the binding that glued them together. Individually weak, collectively they presented a united front, much like a coral colony. On their own, polyps were vulnerable and insignificant. When fused together to form the outwardly single reef entity, the community could solidly weather whatever wildness a stormy Mother Nature hurled at them, were able to withstand even the ravages of Time.
But unlike the sedentary coral the Cetari were thinking, feeling organisms, banding together not from the mindless driving force of instinct but out of a shared desire for closeness which began within the bounds of family ties. Nurturing their precious children, the vital next generation crucial to the survival of any species, the farming merwomenfolk, the foundation stones anchoring Cetari citizenry, were themselves fed and protected by their armed mermen, all in turn governed by royal benevolence, itself directed by the guiding linchpin. It was an indissoluble network of love and labour, a Pyramid of Life in which the Merking occupied the zenith. It then struck Lasbow that he was top dogfish in so much more than name. His decisions, his actions, exerted the influences that directly affected the fortunes of that string of interconnected merpeople. The kingship therefore existed as both the strongest and weakest link in the chain. A wise, selfless monarch cultured prosperity and peace; a sovereign gripped by conceit only brought ruination.
Resolved not to let them down, to rule decisively without the intolerance Cerdic showed his subjects, Lasbow's mind wandered along with his body to the outskirts of the slumbering Cetari close to the mouth of the small bay. Warded on three sides by the mountainous submarine roots of immovable cliffs garlanded with lush cedar forests, sentries bearing light-fish lanterns guarded the shallow inlet's narrow entrance, Lasbow extending Seaguard duties to protect the commoners, as well as the royals, for the duration of their exodus.
Bothered by more than the risk of coming face to face with the legendary kraken, he dwelt on the private audience Queen Minoh had sought straight after his necessarily rushed investiture as Merking.
In the normal scheme of things a retiring monarch would give to his named successor—typically a son, not necessarily the eldest but the ablest—the reins of the regency in an unhurried manner, imparting over the course of a year or so generations of accumulated advice and wisdom to the apprentice king, before lastly revealing the portentous secrets privy only to the royals; information deemed too sensitive and damaging to be made public knowledge. Cerdic's abrupt demise had forestalled that gradual handover period and left gaping holes in the new sovereign's lore, necessitating his widow to swim into the breach and fill in the blanks for Lasbow.
Some of what she revealed was hardly news to the virgin king. Common knowledge to all mermen over the age of five, the retellings of the legend of the Grohial were surprisingly free of additives and adhered to the traditional storyline. Understandably, Minoh's embellishment rocked Lasbow's understanding of the seaworld. Not only did the Grohial actually exist, the coveted talisman lay someplace inland on the dreaded Landhopper atoll. Certainly giving him pause to rethink his beliefs, her divulgence offered him a lure of much needed expectation. If the Grohial was more than fantasy, perhaps genuinely physical as the Merqueen outlandishly claimed, how many more Cetari myths were actualities?
Minoh put his supposition to the test with another revelation of hand-me-down information the secretive royals had jealously guarded down the untold centuries. Making him swear never to reveal to a commoner or discuss this confidential knowledge outside the royal circle, Minoh divulged to the perpetually wide-eyed Merking a final disclosure so astounding, so seabed quaking, that Lasbow could scarcely take it in, let alone process it. Pertaining to the murky waters dimming the Cetari past, that bombshell rattled the very core of Cetari religious belief, making a mockery of merfolk mysticism. No proponent of spirituality, finding in fact the concept of God as foreign and frightening as any alien Landhopper, in his guise as kingly advocate of theology Lasbow felt weirdly and profoundly disconcerted when the wrappings of falsities were ripped away, the naked truth stranded on the sands of reality like a beached whale.
Remembered by but a few, the Grait Migratus from the icy northern latitudes to the tropics by the ancestral Cetari was steeped in fable more than fact. That the great migration took place was incontestable. Even the most farfetched of myths has interwoven in its fabric an essence of truth lending it credence. In olden times predating the merfolk, when a millions strong race of now vanished landlubbers plied the seas in creaky windjammers, myopic sailors mistook sea cows for humanlike seamaidens. Jungle explorers returning from the deepest, darkest subcontinent brought home tales of a fabulous one-horned beast that grew with each retelling from the factual rhinoceros into the fabled unicorn, proving that legends were grounded in realness.
Flimsily grasping that concept, Lasbow's astonishment quadrupled after Minoh completed his membership to the exclusive royal club by destabilising the longest lasting myth of all. That Nupterus, God of Seas and Skies, pillar of the Cetari commune, did not exist.
His indifference to religion notwithstanding, Lasbow doubted his own conviction, never questioning the popular belief that Nupterus, though acceptably a spiritual entity, was real. If such an avowal reached the earholes of the general population, their faith would dry out and shrivel up like a jellyfish exposed on the inshore rocks by a low tide.
By way of explanation Minoh had said, “Some long since forgotten ancestor of the kingship fabricated the Sea God's existence, simply to give the merfolk a focal point from which our oneness was constructed. You must realise, Lasbow, we weren't always unified. In the beginning, the Cetari used to be tribal. From what little we know those were volatile times during which infighting threatened to destroy us as a race. Then along came a merman, his name now unremembered, who propagated a belief in a deity that watched over the merpeople and whose spokesperson would eventually be titled Merking. The ruse worked at treat and, instead of feuding, the Cetari actually pulled together for the common good to please their newfound god and cultivate His blessings."
Amazed such fraudulence had been perpetuated so well for so long a time, his incredulity was stretched even further by the Merqueen's footnote.
"These northern waters you're apparently steering us into are saturated with more than cold. Infusing the depths is a terrible shame darker than the abyss itself. This disgrace provided the impetus behind our migrating west."
"Whatever it is can't be that bad,” imagined Lasbow.
"Take your worst nightmare, compound it with the crush pressures of the Deep, and you still wouldn't come close to the overwhelming humiliation we royals have endured in order to preserve Cetari integrity."
Out with it! Lasbow silently implored her, curiosity pushing aside unrest.
Gathering her thoughts and fortitude, Minoh's mournfully black eyes met his enquiring gaze. “Ages ago, before the oceans increased in volume,” she began, “a breed of landwalkers roamed the waterless giant islands."
"Surely you mean Landhoppers,” questioned Lasbow.
She smiled at the naiveté of his interruption. To the commoners, the only sentient creatures that lounged upright on strengthened “fins” were the feared Piawro.
"I meant exactly what I said. The race of hopping terrestrials who are the crown of thorns starfish in our side came into being soon after the creatures that walked the dry sands became bones. As hard as that piece of fishtory is to accept, that is only the half of it. Understand, our past compares to silted water, with only snatches of clarity showing in the swirling murk. The truthfulness of those flashes is always doubtful, but the implications are there nonetheless. Don't reject this notion out of hand, but in all probability the Cetari were birthed from the landwalkers. We are likely their indirect descendants."
Not expecting that, Lasbow felt he had been torpedoed in the back. “How can this be?” he wondered in a pitiful voice. “We've always swum the seas...” Glancing down the length of his tail, he could not simply comprehend owning legs. Denial tautened his face. “Have you proof to back up your claim?"
"There was once,” she asserted, “but it is gone, long since destroyed to keep it from ruining our religion."
"Yet you know its form."
Minoh heaved a sigh, the act titillating her bosom. “I try to keep abreast of things,” she professed. “Before our ancestors undertook the westward migration, a Retriever dove into the abyss and ascended, bearing not whalebone but a curiously flattened and polished shell engraved with alien likenesses. Though in parts badly bleached by the seawater, the oddity was plainly a family portrait, picturing parents poised behind a son and daughter each. Queer as the artefact was, queerer still were the beings depicted. Admittedly, I have only hearsay to go on, but I believe it valid. Their forms were peculiarly both alike and unlike ours. Tailless, they sported arms tipped with unwebbed hands. Oh, but their faces, it is told, were uncannily similar, their eyes eerily so. Our kinship to the landwalkers is as clear as mud."
"Where was this damning shard of evidence found?"
"That is the greatest mystery of our times, King Lasbow. Due to his unforeseen death, Anwhorl never had the chance to reveal that information to his successor, and Cerdic never confided in me before his own equally untimely demise."
Wrestling with his conscience, Lasbow decided to reveal Cerdic's admission to his widow. She deserved to know the terrible truth, no matter how damaging, and it permitted Lasbow to clear his conscience. “Before Cerdic died, he confessed to murdering Anwhorl."
Minoh looked unsurprised. “Back then grief clouded my intuition, but afterwards I harboured suspicions. There were also the furtive whisperings amongst the bodyguards, of which I'm sure you were aware."
Lasbow refused to be drawn into that past maelstrom, accusing her instead. “Yet you didn't act on them."
"Without proof, how could I challenge Anwhorl's brother? It's not your fault, Lasbow, but due to your gender you've probably not noticed that mermen dominate our society."
"You still married him, your husband's murderer."
"A lapse in judgment on my part I'll regret until my dying day. But what choice was left me? I had to remarry. Cerdic was next in line to the throne and the surest way to secure a future for my daughters. Born and raised Merprincesses, they knew no other life. I sacrificed my own personal happiness for their sakes. I could not foresee that by doing so, to my everlasting shame, I allowed Cerdic to rob Lorea of her innocence."
"We all share that blame, Majesty. As Seaguard commander, I was just as guilty for choosing not to see Cerdic's crime."
"He was our Merking. Realistically, there was nothing any of us could have done to stop him."
That's no excuse Lasbow inwardly decried, enraged that a single Cetari could wield an extraordinary amount of abusive power with impunity. There was simply no avenue open to bring a wayward monarch to justice. Accountability ought to apply to all citizenry he annotated. Rank should not shield lawbreaking.
Getting back to the subject at hand, Lasbow spared Minoh and himself further self-recrimination. Lorea was dead. Cerdic too. Death closed that case permanently, but could not erase the emotional wounds scarring the shamed bystanders. “I'm thinking even though you weren't privy to where that object was found, you can make an educated guess."
Fixing her gaze upon her daughter's betrothed, an honourable merman in the same mould as her beloved Anwhorl, possessed of courage and foresight befitting a king, she insinuated, “You can answer that for yourself just as capably, if you but think on it. Your heart holds the truth."
Confounded and impressed by her cryptic reply, a pang of shame sullied Lasbow. “Forgive me, Minoh. I always took you for an airhead."
"I live up to the public perception of how a Merqueen should act; ditsy and lovingly supportive of her abler husband."
"Ahlegra said something similar to me about fulfilling the role required of a royal."
"She's right. Dig a little under the sand and you'll find the real merwoman."
"A pearl tucked away in an oyster, much the same as she."
"Ahlegra's more her father's daughter, sharing the same quiet strength he exuded,” Minoh contended.
Remembering that himself, Lasbow nodded agreeably. When a suggestible cadet of the elitist Seaguard ambitiously working his way up through the ranks, the coveted captaincy firmly in his sights, he sought to emulate King Anwhorl's moral immutableness, an integrity solider than the quaking seafloor.
"I only wish Lorea hadn't inherited the streak of rashness which swims in Anwhorl's side of the family. Skipping a generation, it jumped from Anwhorl's father to his firstborn grandchild. Normally affecting just the mermale members, my eldest mergirl was the unlucky exception to that rule."
Which explained Lorea's impetuosity at dragging her guardian along into Lunder lagoon, serving as a reminder that royals especially needed to exercise restraint.
His thoughts returning from the past to the future, in the turmoil of his mind he sorted through the dangerous possibilities tomorrow's dive raised: giant squid, megasharks, unfamiliar currents, the crushing blackness, and the anaesthetising cold. Those risks estimated and recognisable could either be surmounted or avoided. It was the unknowable that presented difficulties and potential crises. Priding himself on his prudence and not one for playing things by ear, Lasbow resigned himself to diving in the dark tomorrow. Surprises were chancy occurrences often double edged and, when sprung by exotics, had a habit of turning out nasty. What disconcerted him most was not just locating Atlantis, but finding whatever creatures from the dark and unfathomable past haunted the undersea ruins.
Movement flickering on the periphery of his vision hauled Lasbow's concentration back to the present. Turning to investigate, his disbelieving eyes tracked what could only be an impossibility, watching as a ghostly presence, silvered by the moonshine bathing the shallows, slid ethereally out of the shadowed deep.
The great whale swam a leisurely zigzag course, displaying its unashamed magnificence to maximum effect, every unhurried turn angling it closer toward the stunned Merking, ignorant that its existence defied rationalisation. Extinction has the tendency to permanently extinguish the light of a species, so how could this beast blaze with such vigour?
Schooling in the oral legends peculiar to merfolklore granted Lasbow the power to instantly identify the leviathan wanderer despite never having clapped eyes on a majesty that had not graced the voluminous oceans for six centuries. Cetari song fleshed their whalebone implements, fashioned from the industrial strength bone framework which once supported the hugely muscled, yet superbly streamlined, bodies of the largest mammals that ever roamed the liquid face of the planet, the melodic scriptures giving form and substance to what otherwise was unimaginable myth. Those mermanmade compositions unwittingly reflected the vanished whale-song, preserving the spirit of the evocative tunes that ages ago fascinated baffled marine biologists unable to decipher the resonating calls before the global seas emptied of the profound giants.
Not trusting his sight, the Merking glanced at the sentries, and his confusion deepened. The Seaguard floated on station, alert but not alarmed or even reacting in the slightest. Were his mermen blind? Could they not see the whale of a cetacean looming not fifty yards away? Or was he alone in seeing a phantom from the past?
Firing a burst of discriminating sonar at the approaching behemoth only worsened his puzzlement, the returning echoes proof that the astoundingly massive animal was not an insubstantial spectre as it plainly should be, but unbelievably a conglomeration of blood, flesh, and bone.
This cannot be!
Heart racing, adrenergic fear pulsing through his veins and arteries faster than the rushing blood, time froze him in place, solidifying this block of sea without the saltwater actually icing over. Forgoing its meandering course, the whale came straight for the immobile regent head-on and slowed to a dead stop close enough for Lasbow to reach out and touch its knobbly snout had his numbed arms been able to move.
The humpback hung suspended before him like a tethered blimp, though he could not put a name to which whale species had incredibly dropped in from the past to pay him a visit. The Sacred Songline Scriptures did not bother to distinguish between the varying baleen whales, conveniently, albeit wrongly, lumping them under a generic heading where one description fit all: rakishly elongated snout, from which more than a dozen throat grooves streaked away underside up the belly; a cavernous mouth lined with the baleen plates that sieved the seawater for krill and gave the rorquals their common name; and a dorsal fin slung low on the tail end of the upper back. Only the mighty cachalot rated in-depth definition, the Cetari feeling an affiliation for the deepest mammalian diver, connected to the vanished sperm whale by incomprehensible threads of kindred spirituality.
If the sperms had been behaviourally akin to the diving merfolk, humpbacks were vocally their echoes. Songsters of the seas, the melodious squeaks and moans from the choral males had been strung together in half-hour long mantras which sighed through the breeding grounds and along ocean-spanning migration routes, swaying hypnotically with the currents and swells. Songs changed annually, their structured complexity intact, the nuances altered subtly yet perceptibly to the listeners.
But this ghostlike humpback hovered in silence, the stillness deadening the blackish water.
At odds with what his senses were relaying to his brain, his mind insisting that the whale must be spectral in spite of the contradictory sonar readings, only Lasbow's Seaguard training kept his rising fear in check. Unable to tear his owlish gaze away from the fleshy ghoul, he was flooded with a battery of questions. Why had this manifestation elected to reveal itself only to him? Was it due to his position as Merking? If so, to what stimuli was it responding?
There came an appreciable shift in Lasbow's perception as understanding dropped into place with the certainty of an anchor thrown overboard. Mistaking the whale's whiteness for wraithlike luminosity from the outset was a forgivable error on his part in light of the context of the encounter. First impressions, false ones included, counted for much. Once the initial shock started to subside, allowing him to collect his scattered thoughts, he realised with horror, seeing the redness shading the whale's plate-sized eyeball as it manoeuvred side-on to inspect him, that the cetacean was not merely white in colouration, but in actuality an albino!
The dread white whale appears before me!
A crushing wave of aloneness washed over Lasbow, swamping his dreams, drowning his aspirations. He understood completely now, foolishly wanting a return to ignorance. Confronted by his own mortality, left high and dry like driftwood stranded on the high tide mark, he gamely brushed his shaking hand along the enormous flank of the unearthly animal, his touch meeting the resisting firmness of blubbery flesh. The next instant the humpback shimmered like a reflection in water rippled by the wind and faded from sight, its otherworldly transparency quickly lost against the backdrop of moonlit water, Lasbow's fragile hopes vanishing along with it.
Abruptly aware that the nearby sentries were witness to his oddball behaviour, Lasbow dropped his exploratory hand, empty of desire, and gawped helplessly seawards. Terror had taken hold of his rapidly beating heart, stifling optimism, suffocating wants and needs. Said to appear, only under extraordinary circumstances, to a merperson fated to die, the white whale was the harbinger of wrack and ruin.
And Death had singled out the new Merking for its next collection.


Chapter Twenty OneWith the Merfolk safely sedated, the robot unplugged itself from the mainframe. Privacy was unimportant now.
Rotating his armed and legged body to align with the direction his head faced, Abe commanded the sentient computer administrating all systems operating Ice Station. “Reinitiate dialogue program."
The cybernate's compliance actually sounded petulant. “Initialised. Communicating verbally is so inefficient. Digitised data exchange is more effectual."
Abe threw up his mechanical hands in disgust and stalked away from the continually running databanks, the ceaseless drone unnoticeable background noise after untold centuries of usage. “I give the orders, Dog, you obey them. That's the core of your programming. Always has been, always will be. So why bother bitching about it?"
"Efficiency increases productivity."
"Maybe so, only it also makes for a boringly predictable existence,” argued the manbot. “One of these centuries I'll actually succeed in teaching you the meaning of having fun, of doing something out of a sense of enjoyment and not because it's what you're programmed for."
"Pleasure is a human concept."
"Granted, but one germane to even a computerised sentience."
"I am a machine. I function."
Pacing the rim of the holding tank, hands clasped behind his back in the classic pose of contemplation, the manbot glanced occasionally down at the slumbering Cetari while discoursing. “Can't fault your logic there, basic as it is. However, there is a case in point I'd draw your attention to ... our weekly holo-chess game. Do you play me because you want to or have to?"
"It is a scheduled regularity."
"That's precisely the response I expected. I'll rephrase my question. On those rare instances when I actually win a game, does my triumph bother you?"
"It is a statistical improbability that warrants running self-diagnostic software to detect and repair the fault in my gaming subroutine which permits your temporary supremacy."
Abe wished he could have smiled. “So you prefer winning then, do you Dog?"
"My computing power surpasses your computational abilities by an inestimable degree. It is illogical that I lose."
Halting, Abe folded his chromed arms, the camera-eye locked provocatively on the lozenge-shaped sensor node overhead. “A fact you can't tolerate, proving my theory that even the most dispassionate sentience becomes emotive when stressed.” Strained silence followed. Pleased at outsmarting Dog, the manbot construed the mainframe's ensuing reticence as sulking.
"You reason irrationally for a machine, Abe Norton."
The manbot turned sharply away from Dog's observation. “You're wrong on that score. Unlike you, I'm not a soulless ball of circuitry. Just a man who gave up his humanity."
Walking off his melancholy around the pool did nothing to ease Abe Norton's anguish. Every day of his sleepless existence in this iced crypt reminded him of the ultimate sacrifice he rashly volunteered to make.
—
Uncounted lifetimes ago, back when the ballooning population of Planet Earth finally levelled off at the plateau of thirteen billion souls in the mid twenty first century, Abe Norton existed as a being of flesh and blood that lived and loved, cried and died.
Well, that's not entirely true. Technically he cheated death, escaping the creeping termination fated to close the 200,000-year chapter on modern human existence. Mankind's sad end came not in the blazing radioactive inferno of a nuclear holocaust nor from the earth shuddering impact of a mammoth asteroidal strike. The human breed instead exited from earth's annals with an ignominious whimper, not a glorifying bang. What was this mighty leveller of arguably the most successful, and deadliest, mammal on the face of the heavily polluted and grossly overpopulated planet?
A clock. Nothing more than a simple clock.
Mass extinctions are hardly news in the fossil record. Roughly every twenty five million years or so, Mother Nature brings out her broom and makes a clean sweep of her planetary house. These recurring obliterations often take the form of cataclysms triggered by climatic upsets. Which only goes to show that evolution moves apace in fits and starts on a cyclic basis.
The backbone of natural selection is survival of the fittest; that steady crawl of organisms continually mutating to adapt to changing environments. The ultimate outcome of this laborious process is the emergence of whole new species. Think of it as an unhurried tortoise plodding slowly along to arrive at journey's end a completely new and improved model. But then the racier hare overtakes the shelled slowpoke.
Such was the demise that befell the dinosaurs. Unassailably successful in evolutionary terms, the larger-than-life reptiles reigned supreme for 150 million years, until a bolt from out of the blue abruptly flattened their tenure. That crashing space rock seriously disrupted weather globally, becoming the catalyst ushering in the eventual mammalian takeover two million years later.
Behind the scenes, before the impact, the picture was far from rosy. Already a long way down the road towards vanishing point, the unknowing dinosaurs were falling victim to a ticking time bomb even without the asteroid hurrying things along. On average, the lifespan of a species peaks at five million years, so the diverse reptiles were considerably overdue for calling it quits.
Every genus of multi-celled life from birds to bats, fish to fleas, snakes to worms, is born or hatched into this world with an inbuilt “evolutionary clock", a biological timepiece counting down through the generations to a predestined extinction date. The hairless, talking apes were likewise not exempt from this ordained ending. Man's time was up, only he refused to look at his watch.
Already ages in place, the pointers to evolutional stagnation skyrocketed out of control. Increasing instances of heart disease reached near epidemic proportions, matched by a dramatic rise in the figure of cancerous tumours diagnosed. Of nastier significance were the escalating cases of enfeebled immune systems that rendered the sufferers fatally susceptible to the commonest of colds. Not to be forgotten was the more insidious assault on male virility, a prevalent reduction in sperm count setting off in turn a declining birth rate. Taken separately, each of these trends, while worrying, was treatable, perhaps even curable given enough time. Combined, their cumulative effects became downright devastating. Humanity had reached the end of the road.
That was when Abe Norton, the man and not the machine, came to prominence.
American born and English educated, the multi-billionaire geneticist, patriotic to the human species and not any one nation, alone recognised the snowballing maladies for the indicators they were. Dr Abraham D. (for Dreamer, his employees often quipped, though his detractors ridiculed that it actually stood for Delusional) Norton made his enviable fortune on the backs of the rich and vain. Mastering the tricky nuances associated with safely manipulating genetic material, his company BioGenTech profited enormously from the financial benefits to be gained from such unholy tinkering. People willingly paid exorbitant fees to enhance their senses of sight and smell to superhuman levels, to modify foetuses in the womb to organic perfection, to undergoing physiological extensions upping life expectancy to 150 years plus. Nobody wants to grow old and die, and everybody desires unflawed children.
But expire they did. Adults and infants succumbed with equal finality as the sands of human time ran out.
* * * *Peering into the unruffled waters of the holding tank, the insensate merfolk settled like castaway stones on the bottom, Abe addressed the overseeing computer. “They are resting comfortably? All of them?"
"The captive biologics are in optimal standby mode. Heart rate steady at seventy beats per minute. Breathing regular at fifteen breaths per minute. Brainwave activity registers normal."
"You could've simply said ‘yes,’ Dog."
"Negative. Correct response would be ‘affirmative'."
The manbot resumed studying the motionless Cetari in ruminative silence.
* * * *Abe Norton gamely took it upon himself to become the saviour of humankind. Personally mapping out the genetic blueprint for a totally new breed of Man, and Woman, his intent was to circumvent the encoded abolition and compress two and a half million years of evolution into mere decades to produce a superior breed of human that would outlive natural extinction. He aimed to completely reconfigure Homo sapiens!
Promises of immortality bought anything, especially human souls. Norton had no trouble hiring handpicked teams drawn from the best and brightest scientific minds from both sides of the Atlantic to turn his radical dream of genetic bodybuilding into reality. Pioneers in fields as diverse as molecular biology and nuclear physics, computer programming and animal behaviourism, biotechnology and robotics, privately pooled their expertise under one laboratory roof for the betterment of Mankind.
Speciously labelled a “crackpot mad scientist” by the judgemental world press and hounded by the regulatory bodies of American bureaucracy, unstinting in their failure to connect the extinctive dots together, Norton packed up his Boston-based lab lock, stock, and Bunsen burner and clandestinely relocated by freighter to the frozen Arctic wasteland. Months beforehand engineers readied an iceberg for habitation, excavating and replacing the frozen core with an alloyed modular hub, following their employer's exacting specifications to the letter. Outfitted with shrouded stabilising thrusters to keep it invisibly anchored in place, the floating, frigid laboratory was the ideal hideaway, shielded from the snooping nose of journalism and the prying eyes of militaristic governments.
* * * *Jerking his Cyclops head upwards in vivid remembrance, the manbot looked puzzlingly about at his manmade surroundings, as if viewing the coldly metalled interior of the berg for the first time.
"I am detecting increased electrical activity pulsing your mnemonic nodes. What signal triggered this anomaly?"
Yanked out of his reverie, Abe snapped, “Dog, there are times when your monitoring crosses the line."
"Ensuring your circuitry operates at optimum efficiency is one of my priority listed subroutines."
"Your concern borders on stalking."
The watchful mainframe cared nothing for Abe's need for personal space. Machine interface was total and uninhibited. Dog did have another query. “Norton, your referral to me as god to placate the biologics was irregular.
"Call it like it is, Dog. I lied."
"Distorting facts is illogical."
"Telling untruths is part and parcel of the human makeup."
"You are a machine,” Dog needlessly stated.
"Who thinks like a man,” Abe reminded Dog yet again.
"I am unable to comprehend human propensity for misrepresenting data."
"I merely gave the Cetari what they wanted. Long before the ancestors of these two were released into the wild, my hired behaviourists implanted in them, via clever hypnotic suggestion, a core belief in a deity whose temple was sited at the top of the world. That way, if they ever found themselves in real strife, the Cetari had racial memory of a place of refuge they could return to, even seek help from. You just happen to nicely fit the profile of a Supreme Being—invisible, knowledgeable ... you get the drift."
"I am a machine."
"Quite so, but if it talks like a duck, then it must be a duck."
Dog's bleep was a rejoinder of pure incomprehension.
* * * *The genetic makeover of mankind started with the premise that organic life originated in the primordial soup, ergo the evolutionary bypass proposed by the philanthropic scientist playing at god that humanity should be returned to the cradling sea. What better hideout from the contagion laying waste to the dominant land animal than the mothering ocean depths?
Funny how life never works out the way you planned.
Norton's original goal he pursued had been the bettering of Mankind by bioengineering the ultimate human being, one immune to sickness and unaffected by environmental conditions, virtual supermen who would carry the banner of humanity into outer space, as Man not only reached but grabbed for the stars! Circumstances dictated that Abe rethink his efforts by looking at humankind exploring inner space, the not-so-bottomless deep seas. How quickly priorities changed from cosmetic improvement to outright survival.
But revolutionary inventiveness generally does not happen overnight and time dragged by deathly slow. Two and a half decades elapsed with no sign of the prototyped humans leaping into life off the drawing board. Out in the brutal real world beyond the icy borders of the Arctic Circle, modern medicine failed repeatedly to stem the tide of human extinction. The population steadily spiralled down to prehistory levels, the dead outnumbering the living by a widening margin as civilisation not only collapsed but imploded. Civilised man reverted to his clannish origins, degenerating into warring tribes scrapping over the vestiges of humanity.
Engrossed in devising and perfecting feasible gills for the human body, the breakthrough for Norton's experimenting geneticists came after resolving the major physiological stumbling block of what to do with the redundant lungs once an aquatic respiration system was surgically put in place. The recipients were test subjects recruited from Navy SEAL retirees meeting the stringent criteria laid down; youngish men and women, physically and mentally in their prime still, and highly qualified divers all. Converting the defunct respiratory organs into swim bladders enabling the beneficiary to internally regulate buoyancy had been so simple a solution!
Numerous other hurdles daunted the striving scientists. The most obstructive lay in drafting a reproducible genotype pattern. Prototyping a brand new subspecies of Man came to naught if a viable breeding population could not be created to sustain itself. The key to unlocking that complexity stemmed from the work researchers undertook in the preceding century. Using as a starting point the problematic genetic code for humans, cracked by an earlier global mapping project, the manipulators employed advanced virtual reality gene sequencers to begin composing a chromosomal constitution able to be passed along in successive generations of fertile offspring. It was akin to deciphering a foreign language, while attempting to string together a coherent sentence out of a series of random, mismatched letters. Neither a five-minute nor even a fifty-year job.
Abe Norton was six months shy of celebrating his milestone two hundredth year of genetically augmented life when he bitterly acknowledged that the mounting degradation outside would extinguish the feeble light of humankind long before Project Renewal neared the crucial implementation stage. It could only be a matter of time before the invisible leveller eventually crawled its deadly way upward. Even the frozenness of the Far North posed no barrier to extinction. Chances were high that the weaker amongst those hiding out at the Ice Station would not enjoy the luxury of growing old and find themselves rubbed out by Nature's insidious eraser. Permitting the families of his workers refuge in the frigid ark—outwardly an act of benevolence on Norton's part, while in reality misguidedly concentrating the last survivors in an easily destroyable box—only stalled, not staved, the inevitable. When your time is up, it does no good to hide under the sheets. Therefore, the successful conclusion to this imperative undertaking had to be realised irrespective of losing the race. Humanity must win through, even if victory came late ... but hopefully not too late.
Adamant he would be the one at the finish line waving the chequered flag, Norton's prudence again proved the deciding factor in the form of an offshoot cybernetics program paralleling the biotypic experiment. Visionary enough to foresee that the incongruent systems of genetics and robotics did in fact go hand in hand when applied to attaining immortality, the old man alone willingly submitted to being the only guinea pig to trial the unproven technology. That entailed downloading an electronic facsimile of his personality and memories into a robot body, an accomplishment the technicians considered unachievable for at least another century.
Other options either were not available or wildly unsuitable. Human cloning, outlawed for over a hundred years except for morally acceptable brain dead donor copies of wealthy clients harvested for replacement organs, could not guarantee a psychologically perfect reproduction. Higher primates exhibited irreversible mental instability when xeroxed repeatedly. On top of that was the unsolvable corollary of accelerated aging. Always, the chimpanzee clones went mad and grew old before their time. Death became a merciful release for the flawed, carbon copy apes.
The next choice was equally impracticable. Androids, imitation humans synthesised from organic components and intended to be implanted with Artificial Intelligence, were an estimated six decades away from practical realisation. Even if they became usable, what point was there to be had transferring one's consciousness to a vessel with potentially the same frailties as those limiting the aged body being vacated?
Third and final alternative was cryogenic suspension, quite literally being put into deep freeze, where immersion in liquid nitrogen slowed biochemical reactions to a catatonic state barely distinguishable from death. Put off by the genuine risk of suffering freezer burn, Norton discarded the notion on the basis of other practical concerns. Firstly, the shelf life of a cryopreserved human was only ten thousand years; Abe's engineered durability needed to extend beyond the realms of imagined longevity. On the second score, cryonics was hardly a foolproof, or even a medically and scientifically endorsed practice, and a prohibitive factor in confining humankind's expansion into space to the local system planets. Man had strolled no further than Mars after stepping off-planet. In order to cross the interstellar vastness, cryopreservation needed to reach a thus unattained level of reliability. And there was the dubious question of taking the human element out of the equation entirely by placing absolute trust in a computerised monitoring system to operate faultlessly without the input of a human overseer. Norton was not prepared to let a machine nanny raise his manufactured children unsupervised.
Waiving the dangerously high risk of getting his brain fried, Abe subjected himself to the chancy procedure once the robot shell constructed to convey him, in spirit at least, into the twenty second century met with his approval and passed the rigorous immovability tests. His digitised consciousness safely stored in downloadable software, the retrieval protocols triply backed up, and his metal body placed in sterile storage alongside two spares, all Abe Norton waited for was the coming of Death to claim him to activate his robotic reincarnation.
* * * *Back in the pool room, lost again in the throes of reminiscence, the manbot studied his artificial hands, wiggling his digit actuators, ably mimicking the nimbleness of flesh and blood fingers. Stipulating that his roboticists not recreate a carbon copy of his actual self, out of fear of not bearing to endure centuries of cybernetic existence looking but not living like his organic original, Abe caught sight of his reflection in the still waters of the occupied holding tank. Even after all these numberless years his metallic visage shocked him. He was forever cursed to think of himself as human, yet remain a walking, talking tin can.
"Norton. Are you running internal diagnostics?"
"Something like that, Dog."
The manbot welcomed the distraction. There were larger concerns to fret over than his forsaken humanness.
One of them happened not to be the omnipotent mainframe. Built in the beginning to autonomously manage, or more appropriately juggle, in silence the intermeshing electrical, electronic, and power subsystems that were the lifeblood of Ice Station, thus freeing its human occupiers to concentrate on more critical tasks, Abe Norton's instruction to give the supervisory software voice in order to improve human/computer interaction aroused suspicion. Thanks to science fiction literature and filmmaking popularising cognisant machines rising from the charred ashes of Mankind's holocaustal destruction as world dominators, Artificial Intelligence was mistrusted to the point of paranoia. Rejecting his employees” irrationality, the undemocratic humanitarian did make the concession that the programmers electronically fetter the machine manager with quadruple fail-safe inhibitors. There was no way this dog would ever slip its leash.
Dog.
Despite his infallible memory chips, Abe could not recall who in the computing team came up with the anagram of God as the handle for their noteworthy creation. An obvious in-house joke playing on the fact that the controlling computer saw and heard all in godlike fashion, it was soon pared once the people's circumspection changed to acceptance, then lastly dependency. Dog was Man's best friend and so too became the self-aware computer. Abe only wished Dog had been injected with a smidgen of personality. Governed strictly by logic, possessing a machine intelligence off the IQ chart, protocols restricted Dog's interfacing mental capacity to that of a five year old—a child cupping the power of the atom in its cherubic hands.
Internally and externally monitoring every sight, signal, and sound affecting the Station and what had been its chief human occupier, confoundedness sparked through Dog's logicality over the manbot's abstraction. Daydreaming was such an improvident expenditure of energy with no clear-cut results to show for the time wasted.
Looking past his regrets at the unmoving merfolk, a fabricated approximation of a wistful human sigh escaped Abe's facial orifice. “Such a shame the roboticists did not waterproof this metal body,” he murmured, exercising great restraint to not trail a chromed finger in the inviting water. “It'd be nice to go swimming with my children."
"That concept is a physical impossibility."
"My going for a swim or being a father?"
"They are dual absurdities."
"I've every right to consider the Cetari my offspring,” Abe huffed. “In a real sense, I fathered them all. They owe their conception to me, and me alone. Without my drive, they never would have come into being. I am their creator!” The manbot clutched his spherical head and rocked on his heels in a disturbingly humanlike gesture of anguish. Abe Norton was a conflicted being, the human side of his digitised psyche ceaselessly warring with his cybernetic nature in an irreconcilable tug of war for mental ascendancy. Haunted daily by memories of his fleshy past, Abe's greatest torture was to feel the sensation of hunger without ever being able to satiate that foolish craving for food. An aching reminder of what he was, and was not.
He straightened his robotic frame. Emotion had battled to win out over logic again, but the struggle was getting increasingly harder. The day Norton lost that fight to preserve his remaining shred of humanity was when his transformation from man into machine was inviolably complete. Perhaps cybernetics had been the next evolutionary step in Man's development all along.
"You're right about my going for a dip being an impractical notion,” he conceded to the mainframe, the madness gone from his synthesised voice. “But for the wrong reason. When I was organic, I never learned how to swim.” Swivelling his torso, Norton marched from the chamber, a purpose to his mechanical step. “What's the operational status of Watchdog?"
Slaving its hallway sensors to follow the manbot striding out of the broad arched entryway and down the right hand corridor, Dog reported, “Currently unknown. Unable to establish uplink."
Reaching the sealed end of the brief passage, Abe tapped his metal foot impatiently on the floor grating, waiting for the controlling computer to raise the circular door lettered with scratchy red signage. Faded with age and largely unreadable, in bygone days the wording clearly spelled out ENGINEERING DIVISION. “I need that connection, Dog. What's the hold up?"
"Atmospheric interference distorting carrier wave linkage.” Electric motors whirred as the ponderous steel hatch slid gratingly upwards into a ceiling recess.
Stepping through the opened portal into a lengthier corridor that curved out of sight up ahead, Abe retorted peevishly, “When is that likely to clear?"
"Insufficient data to compute probability."
"Keep at it. Without that uplink I can't accurately assess the threat to the Cetari. And until we get real-time satellite surveillance, we won't be able to devise an appropriate countermeasure.” He halted mid step, as frozen in place as the cocooning ice outside the plasteel walls.
Lucky for him he did pause. A saucer shaped repair drone, roughly the size and shape of an inverted dinner plate, buzzed up and over him on the way to some minor technical emergency, its rim mounted insect-like repair arms dangling at the ready while its shrouded, centrally mounted rotor blades hummed like the wings of an angry wasp. Playing host to a veritable swarm of these miniature aerial repairers guaranteed that the Station ran smoothly and trouble free, any and all mechanical faults rectified promptly and competently.
Ignoring the only other mobile life form within the vast complex, the anaesthetised Cetari obviously did not count, Norton rambled on as the flying crab whizzed beyond his field of vision. “That's the one contingency we didn't plan for, the rise of a replacement sentience. Should've allowed for the possibility.” Abe shook his head in reproach, yet another vestigial human gesture, and added, “Nature never leaves a vacant ecological gap unfilled."
Norton carried on walking past scores of consecutively numbered circular hatches stencilled with intimidating names like GENE RESEQUENCING LAB, ROBOTIC SYSTEMS WORKSHOP and WOMENS TOILET, and down to the furthest end of the passageway, wishing not for the first time that the cyberneticists had made his artificial body wheeled. Dog's penchant for efficiency was correct on that score. Legs were a dreadfully uneconomical form of mobility.
Halting minutes later before the immense squared doorway marking the corridor's terminus, he paid no heed to the garishly painted yellow and black bordered hazard sign splashed across the door head warning of what lay beyond the massively steeled threshold. CAUTION: REACTOR ROOM. Dog lifted the weighty block of steel on command, allowing Norton unrestricted access.
Abe entered the dimly perceived past. For the briefest moment the ghosts of people he had known and bossed, withered by agedness into dust that the winds of Time callously blew away into nothingness, shimmered at workstation consoles before fading back into the haze of memories, the swivel chairs emptying back to a state of eternal disuse. Kept spotlessly clean by a cadre of housekeeping droids, the manbot laughed inwardly at the absurdity of preserving in working condition equipment never to be made use of again. Dog's maintenance program allowed for no interruptions and to Abe's single camera-eye there was no distinguishing between routine and habit.
Proceeding forwards, Norton left the control room behind and climbed the stairs to the windowed observation deck, his gimballed feet clanging on the metal grating. Though the manbot's constructors had misguidedly built him a walker form to reduce any sense of alienation he might have felt during the traumatic transition from flesh to metal, in reality a bipedal robot was a more practical way of locomotion in a facility designed exclusively for human occupation.
Abe casually leant on the safety rail girding the balcony looking down upon the serviceable heart of Ice Station. Miles of industrial cabling crept around the three storey high reactor core like liana vines wrapping a leafy jungle bole, piping power to the needy, energy hungry subsystems. Flitting over the profusion of conduits in metalled mimicry of nectar seeking hummingbirds, server drones devotedly tended the critical nucleus, checking and tightening power linkages and couplings, adjusting flow regulators and relay valves.
It was perhaps the ultimate irony that Abe Norton, the mastermind behind the reinvention of humanity in both biological and mechanical form, could also take credit for solving Mankind's energy woes. Too bad the inheritors of that technological revolution were aquatic primitives making use of light-fish instead of light bulbs.
For the longest time cold fusion remained an unrealised dream, an afterthought in the shadow of the commercially viable, but environmentally unfriendly, plasma power plants. To have controlled nuclear reactions occur safely at room temperature was considered theoretical science only. Norton's unimaginably long-term strategy for powering human survival depended upon a cleaner, renewable energy source than what radioactive hot fusion provided. Bringing together the most innovative of the leading conceptualists in futuristic power generation eventually birthed an experimental cold fusion reactor, producing a plethora of practical applications ranging in grandeur from supplying the national grid to the more mundane task of replacing the internal combustion engine as automobile powerplants.
The spawn of that prototype generator, refined and improved, effortlessly powered the Station. Unlike its hot counterpart, the primary signature of cold fusion was not lethal radiation but excess heat. Sure, small amounts of helium and tritium nuclear ash got vented as waste, but low level neutrons were more easily contained for eco-friendly disposal than the usual barrel-loads of spent, toxic uranium rods either buried out in the desert or dumped in the ocean trenches, leaching contaminants into an already polluted environment. Treated water fuelled the reactor, dictating the site for the rebirth of humanity. An icescape provided an ideal and inexhaustible fuel source, ensuring the station its uninterrupted flow of electricity.
But the universe exhibits a perverse sense of humour and mockingly played the cruellest joke of all, letting Man attain that significant breakthrough in nuclear energy production at the tail end of his spiralled descent into extinction. Discovering the key to power the future only unlocked a door that opened into a morgue.
"Your periodic monitoring of reactor operations is superfluous, Norton. I scrutinise all pertinent systems and will advise you the millisecond anomalies occur."
The manbot directly addressed Dog's combined optical and aural sensor located in the room's soundproofed ceiling. “It's human nature to double-check routines. It keeps me occupied and fends off insanity for a while longer. Forever being cooped up in this frozen rabbit warren gets to me sometimes.” He chuckled to himself. In a bizarrely abstract way, choosing to be entombed in the core of an iceberg was a roundabout way of being cryopreserved. “Dog, just how long have I been at the Station?"
"In biologic or cybernetic form?"
"Go right back to my arrival when the Station was first commissioned."
"Universal or Eastern Standard Time?"
"Surprise me."
"Accessing personnel file. Doctor Abraham Darius Norton officiated commissioning ceremony at 13:42 hours UT on 6 June 2182."
"Your accuracy is commendable Dog, but this instance I want facts, not nostalgia. Exactly how long has Ice Station been up and running?"
"Processing data ... seventeen billion, six hundred and seventy-two million, two hundred and fifty-six thousand seconds and counting."
"In years."
"560."
Abe Norton emitted an electronic whistle. Against considerable odds, he had outlived his contemporaries and indeed the rest of the world. That included those poor saps crewing the pioneering Moonbase, doomed centuries to perish in astral isolation when the collapsing home world embargoed the shuttled supplies needed to sustain the embryonic lunar colony.
Sagging against the handrail, the manbot complained, “I am so very tired. I can't shake this drained feeling exhausting me."
Unordered, the mainframe scanned him. “Your hydrogen power cells are leaking no discernable electrical energy and are not due for recharging until 1230 hours. You retain sufficient power to run at optimal levels for—"
"I feel unbelievably old,” groaned Norton, putting his head back in his hands. “It was my birthday yesterday, which you forgot."
"Negative. Commemorating your biological birth date is a needless expenditure of time."
"Do you realise that I'm the longest lived person on the planet, hell in human history?” That uncelebrated accolade partnered a weightier, more dubious distinction. Even in his chromed robot guise, his mind a nest of optically wired circuitry, Norton stayed recognisably human in his core, keeping alive his spark of a soul that marked him, in essence at least, Earth's last human being.
During humankind's chaotic final days, when the technological stack of cards collapsed one by one in on itself, the fantastic rumour of a harebrained scheme persisted relating to a last ditch stance taken by the fringe religious communities. In collusion with a sect of scientifically minded greenies, the story had these zealots launching an obsolete carrier rocket, ferrying a payload of frozen embryos in a foolhardy attempt to preserve what was left of the human breed by firing it into orbit in the belief that the God in the Heavens would create from that offering brand new Adams and Eves to repopulate the purified planet. Hearing that preposterousness, Abe nearly choked on the caffeine stimulant bar he had been chewing at the time. Science might eventually prove to be humanity's salvation and, with careful planning, raise Mankind from the dead, but that miraculous resurrection was set to take place in inner, not outer, space.
There was a correspondingly outlandish footnote to that tittle-tattle.
In the immediate wake of the unpreventable fall of human civilisation, a devolution ludicrously marred by self-destructing factions whose warring was a pathetic outlet for the anger over the gross injustice of it all, gossipy buzz circulated amongst the select minority of survivors squirreled away in the iceberg habitat that the speculated blast-off had indeed gone ahead, only to have the rocket blow up spectacularly in midair in the crucial few seconds after the countdown, killing the hopes of all at the launch site carved out of one of the last patches of South American jungle unsullied by mercenary loggers. Whether the disaster was accidental or the work of saboteurs mistaking commercial rocketry for missilery went undetermined. By that stage those wretches, weary of blaming others, desired only salvation and not retribution. But for them it was too late for either to be sought.
Except for Norton. Unwilling and unable to accept the demise of humanity, he looked inward for solutions. Dinosaurs plodded blindly into extinction because, for all their racial longevity, they failed to adapt. Brute reptilian genetic force eventually wound up an evolutionary dead-end, taking an inordinately length of time to be proved that they had lumbered down the wrong road. Man the Thinker, blessed with the highest evolved brain in the natural world, created his own options, devising alternatives to disagreeable scenarios.
Man, hardy survivor of Pleistocene climatic extremes which tested mammalian endurance to its absolute limits; indeterminably long droughts that shrivelled fertile lands into deserts, burying less adaptable species beneath the desiccating sands, at odds to cruel glacial periods marked by mammoth ice sheets that not only gouged the land but reshaped the organisms braving the cold snaps lasting tens of thousands of years. Humans had persevered, improved by adversity, not succumbing to it. After weathering all the obstacles placed by nature in its path, it was inconceivable that the human race would simply expire now. Mankind could not be allowed to die out.
That lofty sentiment extended to the establishment of Abe's bioengineered “Aquapeople.” He never did care for that clichéd label. The driving force behind humanity's regeneration, the manbot sequenced the water apes radically new genetic code, approved the physiology of their marine adaptations, oversaw their behavioural imprinting, coached them linguistically in whale-like song, and presided over their release into the polar sea nursery, monitoring their oceanic colonisation until that fateful day in a past century when psychological evolution took a hand and the merfolk unexpectedly emigrated. Neither satellite nor submarine detection found any trace of the undersea nomads, so by the time the Cetari established their racial identity beneath Castle Rock, Abe had given up the search. But he remained convinced of their genetically crafted superiority to thrive anywhere in the global ocean. Bred to be the best, God Himself could not have equalled Norton's scrupulous handiwork, or so the geneticist arrogantly believed.
That overconfidence could not possibly have factored in extermination by an emergent species.
"Advise me the moment you establish contact with Watchdog. I want the spy-sat repositioned to sweep the seas below the Tropic of Capricorn for signs of these frogmen. I need that information like yesterday."
"That is nonsensical. You requested the data today."
Blatantly ignoring the straight talking mainframe, Norton puzzled over the Landhopper enigma. How could these troublemakers, whatever their origins, have evolved so damn fast? Could natural selection have been amazingly jumpstarted purely by humankind's departure? Or did the Landhoppers spring from a more radical source, say an extraterrestrial connection?
"Dog, do you believe in alien visitation?"
Delving into its comprehensive database, storehouse for a wealth of knowledge garnered by its makers, potentially useful information readily accessible anytime, the machine mind responded in its inimitable fashion. “The probability of extrasolar life is notionally high. Past astronomical equations hypothesised that out of the two hundred billion stars that form the Milky Way galaxy, one million contain extraplanetary systems with an Earthlike world capable of hosting life. Calculably, out of those a minimum of fifty alien races evolved advanced sentience in the last two hundred million years."
In reality it was merely three alien peoples, two of which had gone the way of the human dodo.
"Some days, Dog, you're nothing but a talking encyclopaedia.” The cybernate, not knowing to take umbrage at Norton's slur, failed to respond. Elaborating for the machine's sake, Abe said, “I'm not interested in statistics. What's your gut feeling?"
"I do not possess an intestinal tract."
"On an intellectual level then, what is your opinion?"
"I compute, not cogitate."
"Come off it. Harnessing all that computing power at your disposal, surely you must ponder the mysteries of life from time to time."
"It is not part of my programming subroutines."
"Haven't you ever wondered if we're alone in the universe?"
"Your reasoning is offline."
"It is not!” grumped the manbot, his incorporeal human side irritated by the computer's unflappability. “Reason it out along with me, if you can stand the slower pace. These Landhoppers threatening my creations, my children, have seemingly popped up from out of nowhere. Evolution doesn't spring surprises like that, not that fast, not without external intervention. It's a safe bet to say that, since we're the brainiest entities left on the planet, it wasn't one of us. Not unless you've been moonlighting. That just leaves...” Norton pointed a metallic index finger suggestively upwards.
"The ceiling?"
The aperture of Norton's camera eye constricted in his poor approximation of a human frown. Dog's accidental attempt at rudimentary sarcasm was not the type of emotional response he desired from the manmade intelligence. A twinge of ironic regret tugged at Abe's artificial heart. In his noble, some might say selfish, efforts to preserve the humanity of a bygone age, he had necessarily created two conjoined paradoxes; a robot who dreamt it was a man and a machine struggling to think like its human makers.
"When running diagnostics, priority is given to probing effects before cause,” Dog unexpectedly stated. “Analysis of symptoms will initiate a trace to the source of the problem."
For once, the manbot applauded his formless companion's logicality. Where the Landhoppers came from or how they came into being did not make a scrap of difference in the long run. The only thing that mattered was them manifesting as a direct threat to the continued existence of his beloved Aquapeople. Neutralise that menace and the technicalities evaporated.
Unwilling to concede the point to his verbal sparring partner, Norton muttered, “For a machine you overanalyse way too much."
Dog's retort hinted at his developing wit. “And your viewpoint is rather one-eyed."
"Get me that satellite feed pronto!” Abe snapped. “I don't like working in the dark."
"You are not. The lighting system remains fully functional with no detectable faults."
"Do me a favour, Dog ... go unplug yourself."
It had not escaped Norton's attention that over the centuries he was growing steadily crankier. Nothing else to do with his days but make introspection his hobby and career, picking up on character digressions came easy to him. Rather than contemplate undergoing some form of anger management, Abe welcomed his irritability, embraced becoming a grouch as it kept his emotions alive, maintaining the tenuous lifeline to his submerged humanity. Dangerously, it also set off his paranoia.
Incapable of turning a blind eye to recent happenings, Norton allowed the beginnings of an unhealthy fixation to stoke that ire and rule his decision-making. Wheeling, he vacated the reactor room, the usually calming background hum of the fusion generator failing to soothe his twitchy fibre optic nerves this time. The resounding thud of the steel door dropping shut behind him sealed away the purring machinery and his pragmatism.
Shaking off the whispers from his past, the manbot stormed along the corridor, preoccupied with the future as he barked at the ubiquitous mainframe. “Activate Guard Dog protocols."
"In reaction to what peril?” Dog desired to know. Triggering into active mode the passive security measures warding the complex needed justification, even from Norton.
In no mood to be second-guessed, the gruff manbot thundered, “These Landhoppers, of course, you stupid bucket of nuts and bolts!"
"I am an intellectually superior, highly intricate weave of synthesised organic circuitry and not a pail full of low cost fasteners easily obtainable from any hardware store."
The cybernate mind actually sounded offended. Unworried by stepping on Dog's metaphorical toes, Abe plunged ahead down the walled walkway. “I haven't the time to debate semantics with you. Just put the defences on alert status."
"I cannot without just cause."
"The Landhoppers are providing the excuse to do so."
"That threat level does not warrant that response."
Halting in mid-stride, the manbot located the ceiling mounted sensor diamond nearest him and again lectured the eyes and ears of the pervading computer sentience. “I'm the one who decides that, not you. Anything or anyone that poses a danger to my Aquapeople is conceivably a danger also to this station."
"You are like a canine with a femur."
"That's a dog with a bone and I make no excuses for being overly cautious. The survival of the human race remains at stake.” Resuming his hurried pace, Norton explained as he went, more to get things straight in his whirring artificial mind than for Dog's benefit. “We know nothing about this new species. Until a few days ago, we weren't even aware they existed. But here they are, challenging all I've worked so hard to establish, sacrificed everything to accomplish. I'll not take their unpredicted interfering lying down."
"You are currently upright."
"Don't always take things so literally, Dog. I made a huge error shutting myself away up here in these icy wastes for so long a time. In doing so I left my dream unattended, allowed it to stagnate, content to let nature take its course. I see that seclusion for the mistake it was. No more. Absentee parenting obviously hasn't worked. From hereon in I'm going to be an active participant in the lives of my troubled children. They are clearly in need of their father's guidance."
Unusually, Dog did not state the obvious that the manbot could in no way be biologically or genetically related to the undersea humans. Like blood, oil was thicker than water.
Briskly rounding the corner, there was a quickness to Abe's mechanical step lacking in his everyday existence. For nearly 300 years his life had centred on the single purpose to create from the basic human building block a totally survivable marine species. Once attained, the void that idealistic goal left gaping in the fathering scientist's life could not be bridged. Gone was his reason for being, mitigated by watching from afar the progress of his creations after their release into the polar wilds. Then even his vigil was denied him, as the sea humans grew restless and tired of the chill northern waters, emigrating beyond his sight and reach but not his thoughts. Robbed of his guiding influence in life, Norton clung to hazy memories to sustain his sanity through the months-long arctic nights, taking to wandering the humanless corridors of his self-made exile in an endless, unsatisfying search for a reason to his meaningless existence. Scores of years he aimlessly roamed the halls like a steel ghost, rattling chains out of boredom.
Now his metallic footsteps carried him back to usefulness, bringing him to a portal where the original signage had been scraped off and painted over long ago with a handwritten scrawl that simply read, THE KENNEL.
The door to the chamber, the nerve centre of the Station, slid ponderously downwards into the floor to permit his admittance, and the manbot stepped through into a hexagonal shaped chamber panelled in starkly white steel sheets, noteworthy only for its blandness. His body sensors absently recorded a noticeable drop in room temperature within the chamber, not that coldness affected Abe's robotic form. The chill in the air merely confirmed that cryogenic refrigeration units, housed discreetly within the panels overhead and underfoot, cooled the mainframe's core, preventing irreparable damage from overheating. Norton's team had found a use for the defunct cryonics programme.
An innocuous ebony sphere, little bigger than a bowling ball, occupied the exact centre of the otherwise empty room. Supported by a web of spindly, conductor rods fanning outwards from its unreflective surface like a starburst to touch the whitened wall, floor, and ceiling panels, yellow-white pulses of electrical energy coursed along those alloyed dowels like oxygenated blood. This dully black orb was the modest hub of the Ice Station, permanently connected to the complex it controlled, each of the lighted rods a conduit to an individual subsystem. As always to Norton's cyclopean scrutiny, Dog's outwardly inert brain looked spectacularly unimposing.
Internally, the Central Processing Unit of the revolutionary mainframe was altogether far more impressive. Modelled on the human brain, Dog was the ultimate expression of DNA computing, a radical concept noteworthy for abandoning conventional silicon-based technologies in favour of synthetic components mimicking molecular biology. Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery and the human brain had evolved into the supreme computer, which Man found largely impossible to replicate using microchips and motherboards.
This room was key to the Station's workings, operating much like an animal's central nervous system. Dog's globular CPU duplicated the brain, analysing the information uploads from his array of networked sensors. The pervasive mainframe would initiate the appropriate responses via the radial spikes acting in the same capacity as a spinal cord, conveying nerve signals along the artificial neural net of data cabling emulating a biological nervous system. In the broadest sense imaginable then, Ice Station was a living entity: its skin, a wrapping of ice; its skeleton, sturdy plasteel girders; its beating heart, a thrumming reactor core; its blood, whizzing electrical impulses; its brain, a computer fashioned by Man in the mental likeness of a god.
If permitted by his makers, Dog could have become a proper machine sentience. Not just self-aware, but intellectually empowered to question its own place in the universe, the first machine ever to possess a soul. His designers foresaw the dangerous implications of freeing up a computer mind and deliberately did not incorporate the genetic algorithms that would have used the same survival of the fittest principles of Darwinism, natural selection and mutation, to make their creation a true learning processor. What Dog's creators did not factor into their equations was that all organisms, even a manmade creature, adjust to their ever-changing environs in order to endure. Children have a habit of growing up, as evidenced by the mainframe's fledgling wit.
Dog waited patiently for Norton to speak. The computer dismissed trying to make sense of the manbot's proclivity for conversing face to face, putting the quirk down to a glitch carried over from his human days.
The manbot began speaking ... to himself. “If high altitude storms are upsetting telecommunications, that means the mother of all tempests must be brewing,” Abe reasoned aloud. “Is it hurricane season already? I lose all track of time in this ice cube."
"The current time is—"
"Shush, Dog!” Norton yelled up at the sensor lozenge overhead. “Never interrupt when I'm talking to myself. It's rude.” Prevented by the fan of neural spindles from pacing meditatively, Norton had to be content with thinking on his unmoving feet. “The fact remains that, storm or no storm, aerial reconnaissance is essential if we are to determine where these blasted Landhoppers live and what evilness they're up to,” he decided. “If it wasn't for the gravity of the situation, I'd be tempted to grab one of these creatures for study. But that's another opportunity missed. My children's welfare comes first. Prep Seeing-eye Dog for launch and calculate flight time to the Peru Basin."
"That destination is inadvisable. The UAV is not stressed to withstand the seasonal cyclonic force winds endemic to that region."
"It'll survive long enough to relay the desired images. I'll pilot it myself, as you are going to be occupied with our guests."
"Monitoring their vitals will hardly require my full computational attention."
"But running complete medical diagnostics will. I want the works carried out on the girl ... a full spectrum blood test, holographic organ scans, chromosomal analysis. You recall the drill. Pay particular detail to her reproductive system. I need to you to ascertain if she's able to become a viable breeder with fallopian implants. Assuming I haven't lost my touch as a geneticist, I'm confident I can have her producing babies before her childbearing days are at an end. She's probably our best hope to reconstitute “Water Man” if we're too late to thwart their enemies."
"What of the male accompanying her?"
"If our eye in the sky fails us, we'll have to resort to a mind probe to try and collect the geographical lore we're after."
"Collated data results for invasive memory retrieval procedures record a seventy two per cent failure rate, effectively lobotomising the test primates. The percentages do not favour the subject's survivability."
Norton rotated his upper arm actuators, effectively shrugging his shoulders. “Since it won't be my neck on the chopping block, I'm willing to take that gamble."
"Ovum requires sperm for fertilisation."
"I don't need a lesson in biology from you. Human reproduction is my field of expertise."
"In human terms then, it takes two to mambo."
"It's tango and you're quite correct. But our sperm donor doesn't need to have his brain intact to father offspring. I can siphon off his seed easily enough."
"The gene pool will lack the diversity needed to sustain a viable breeding population."
"I'll improvise. Manipulation of genetic material is what I did best. It'll be good getting my hands dirty again.” Norton regarded his mechanical grippers distrustfully. “Don't forget, her companion isn't the only candidate for fatherhood we can exploit. That's the beauty of luck, Dog. It usually comes in three's and, thanks to providence, we have a younger, more virile male in our possession."


Chapter Twenty Two"Hey, Merking! Aren't we supposed to be going down, not up?"
Ignoring Dribben's jibe, Lasbow surfaced. Topside was thankfully overcast, the harsh daylight diffused by the lowering clouds into a squalid greyness his lidless eyes found tolerable. Bobbing in the offshore swell, he struggled to get his bearings in the unfamiliar world above the wind-whipped waves. Rotating to his left, he scanned the eastern coastline of the huge northern continent with his weak sight, unsure of what he was looking for, slave to this sudden impulse to spyhop. Squalling rain spattered the greening sea with hails of droplets that blinded his vision. Wiping away the obscuring rainwater with his hand, he spied in the distance a column of rock thrusting defiantly up out of the whitecaps, signalling to him as a lighthouse would an imperilled ship. Staring for the longest time at this finger of stone, etched darkly against the moody sky and seemingly beckoning to him, Lasbow submerged only when certain he had not mistaken his sighting for what it meant to his merpeople.
"About time we got this lunatic dive underway,” Dribben mumbled sourly, once the Merking rejoined the small party comprising each of a Retriever, scout and Seaguardian, about thirty feet down.
Even by taking advantage of local surface currents, it had taken the bodysurfing mermen two days of hard swimming from the sheltered bay in which the Cetari had temporarily made camp to reach the dive spot Brost's assigned scout was steering them to. To everyone's bafflement, the Merking had only cursorily inspected the undersea overhang beneath which the shell-shocked searcher for Atlantis was discovered cringing. For Lasbow, there was no real need to pore over the square chunk of ledge to appreciate its unnatural regularity that had likewise struck Brost as looking distinctly alien. Moments after ending his patently brief examination he had acted on his irrational compulsion to ascend.
"Watch how you speak to the Merking,” rumbled the lone Seaguard, jabbing a chastising finger Dribben's way. The patchy background rain patter had not masked the Retriever's disparaging mutter. “You'd do well to show him the proper amount of respect."
"It's okay, Dulby,” intervened Lasbow, his words restraining the burly merman, ensuring for the diver's sake that his protector did not get physical.
As the unhappy bodyguard obediently backed down, Dribben needlessly taunted him. “Go on and pull your horns in, you overgrown cowfish. I have more important stuff to do than belittle you.” He began to make ready for his dive to hunt for Atlantis.
This time, the Merking quickly grabbed Dulby's brawny arm before he could respond. Calming the incensed Seaguard with a stern look, Lasbow patted Dulby on the back of the head and sent him over to join the scrawny merman waiting silently in the wings.
By far the beefiest amongst Lasbow's former command, Dulby possessed a brain to go along with his brawn, but on occasion let the side down with his infamously short temper. His inclusion in the company had been a compromise on Captain Brost's part. Acting in his newfound capacity as Seaguard commander, the former scout leader wished for a dozen bodyguards to accompany the king on his vital quest. Lasbow had dissuaded him, sensibly arguing that all the elite Fishers were better used safeguarding the Cetari until his return.
"Yaggle, take Dulby and scout the inshore waters,” Lasbow ordered the slimly built trailbreaker. “There's what looks like a sea stack not too far north of here. We're making for the base of that.” Seeing the hesitation in the big merman's stance, he smiled reassuringly at Dulby. “I'll be right in your wake, along with Dribben."
Before the pair moved off, Lasbow had the Retriever moaning in his earhole. “Erops said this was the dive site. You dragged me along to make a black water dive."
"Which you'll get the chance to do, just closer to shore than originally envisaged."
"The drop off is right below us. Can't you feel the presence of the Deep, its overwhelming nearness baiting you?"
"Atlantis lies that way,” said Lasbow, waving his sword arm toward the shoreline.
"You know this for a fact, Merking."
"I have a strong feeling."
Scoffing at Lasbow's hunch, Dribben sneered. “Oh, I get it. You gleaned its exact whereabouts from your mystical spot of spyhopping."
"A friend of mine used to engage in the practice. I didn't fully understand why until now. It clears the mind."
Watching his companions swim away, the sour-faced Retriever threw in his lot with the departing mermen and joined his king trailing after them.
Guiding the party shoreward for five or so miles, Yaggle banked northwards and swam parallel to the coast. While predominantly relying on their scout's navigational skills, the other three mermen surreptitiously probed the seas ahead and below with their individual biosonars, constantly on the lookout for danger. Each was struck by the strangeness of these coastal waters.
A margin of underwater land borders every continent, sloping gently seawards for a distance of some forty miles before falling steeply away to bottom out on the ocean floor thousands of feet below any unsuspecting swimmer. Topped by shallow seas, this broad ledge was boringly unremarkable in shape, providing a stable base on which reefs formed, the polyp colonies in turn supporting a profusion of marine life.
The continental shelf over which the party of questing mermen glided presented abnormal topography. Bizarre mounds of angular stone, some over a hundred feet high and covering up to eight acres, swelled from a deeply ridged seabed, looking for all the world as if a giant hand had raked enormous fingers along the submerged shoreline, creating the curious furrows. Sediment from two riverine outflows emptying into a nearby estuary fanned seaward over a large area of the shallow seafloor, partially filling some of the troughs.
The peculiarity of the seascape went unseen by the Cetari, cruising warily about fifty feet below the squally surface. Visibility in the saltier northern waters amounted to less than half of what they enjoyed in the clearer tropics. Combined with the heavy silting from the river mouths, Lasbow could barely see six feet ahead of him. Training his ranging sound-sight directly below him, he was troubled by his inability to detect the bottom.
"It's deep here, deeper than it ought to be,” clicked Dribben, picking up on the Merking's concern as he pulled alongside.
A good Retriever developed the knack of guesstimating depths, so Lasbow accepted Dribben's appraisal on face value. “Any indication just how deep?"
"Enough to warrant wanting my diving skills."
"Erops put in a good word for you, Dribben. You're here on his recommendation. He went so far to say that you are the bravest diver out of all the Retrievers."
Turning to face the Merking, Dribben's mouth curled up into another sneer and he gave a callous laugh. “I don't know about that. The stupidest, maybe, for coming along on this daft jaunt."
"You think this quest is madness?"
"What I think is of no consequence. This is your show, Merking, not mine. I only do as I'm told."
"If you have an objection, speak freely of it."
Dribben locked eyes with the new monarch. “Alright, but don't get snotty if you dislike my point of view. Just remember you're the one who asked for it.” Returning his grim countenance forwards, the Retriever unloaded his perspective. “This notion of yours, of having us take refuge and make a new home in strange seas is crazy. Black water is no place to be taking merwomen and merchildren. The Deep is a dangerous enough region for Retrievers to be swimming in, specially trained mermen no less. And you plan to bring the whole pod down here."
Masking his offence at Dribben's attitude, Lasbow granted him the concession, “Everybody is entitled to their own belief and to express it. Under Cerdic's rule, the only opinion that ever mattered was his. Any other viewpoints weren't even considered, let alone allowed to be heard."
"And you plan to be different, Merking?"
"I'll pay attention. I won't promise not to disregard a stance that I don't agree with, but I will extend to you and anybody else the courtesy of listening first. Cerdic didn't even permit that freedom."
"King Cerdic would never have hightailed it off Bounty Reef."
"His pride would've killed us all."
"Every one of us is doomed to die anyway."
"Are you always this pessimistic, Dribben?"
"I'm a realist, King Lasbow. If you don't have high expectations, then life's disappointments stay shallow."
"It's a wonder Erops can stand being friends with you."
"Who said he was? Erops is my superior, not my pal."
"He stuck up for you the way a friend would."
Dribben looked sideways at the Merking, clearly uncomfortable at the turn their conversation had taken. “Let's just say, Erops owes me. He owes me a lot.” Unwilling to broach that subject, Dribben swam faster and pulled away from Lasbow.
Like a shark attracted by thrashing prey, Lasbow went after the recalcitrant merman. Dribben was hiding something, avoiding a personal issue, and that aroused the Merking's curiosity. Drawing level with the Retriever, the glower he got from the churlish diver could have curdled sea cow's milk. Deciding not to childishly pit his ego against Dribben's, he prudently dropped back.
Alone with his thoughts, Lasbow's own problem came to mind. His farewell to Ahlegra had been marred by tension. Mad at him over his stubborn refusal to take a backseat and let others oversee the dive, her goodbye kiss was a passionless peck on the cheek and not a true expression of their deepening love. He regretted the cold formality of that parting, realising belatedly he should have made the effort the night before his departure to dissipate the acrimony between them. Images of the white whale, the Cetari portent of death, flashed unbidden in his memory. It scared him to think he may never have the chance to reconcile with her if mischance intervened.
Dulby's call for advice thankfully broke his concentration. The returning echoes from his hasty sonar pulse showed him where the others had stopped. Catching them up, he muscled past Dribben to float between Yaggle and Dulby. “What's the problem?” he asked the pair of them.
As Lasbow expected, Dulby was the one to reply. The skinny scout was more a doer than a talker. “Majesty, there are the bases of two rock towers up ahead, not one. Which pedestal do we explore?"
Too cloudy to see much of anything, Lasbow fired a stream of discriminating sonar clicks dead ahead and waited. The images he received confirmed Dulby's claim. There did appear to be twin sea stacks rising from the seabed, though a gulf of seawater separated them. Going by the weakness of the reflected sound waves, he judged the furthermost tower to be at the absolute limit of his echolocation capability, some 330 feet away.
Unsure how to proceed, Lasbow had the others stay put while he surfaced again. Riding the crests of the frothing waves, he gained a clearer picture. When seen from head-on, the scoured stack in the foreground became lost to sight against the sheer enormity of its intact neighbour. Now that he was viewing the scene from the side, Lasbow could distinguish that there were indeed two towers above water. Not that they looked anything alike.
Eroded almost down to the waterline, the front stack was crumbling away and on the verge of disappearing entirely beneath the unsettled sea. Its monumental neighbour, startlingly symmetrical in shape, displayed less severe but equally plain signs of prolonged weathering. Cracks crazed its steeped faces like wrinkles, stressing the oldness of the stone edifice. Its noticeably perpendicular lines were marred by hollows where chunks had broken away from the seams of softer limestone intermixed with the hardier granite base rock. Despite at some time in its storied history losing its topmost section, the stack nevertheless commanded the vacant skyline, shooting upwards half again as high as Castle Rock to puncture the descending cloud cover with its blunt tip.
Unconsciously making comparisons with Bounty Reef's freestanding spire, Lasbow gazed upwards in awe, focusing on the underlying oddities its taller northern counterpart could not conceal. Other than stepped portions narrowing its lofty upper elevations, the sides of the tower were uncommonly straight. Its uninterrupted lines, the pockmarks from erosion notwithstanding, blatantly lacked the notched raggedness that marked Castle Rock's naturalness.
Flashes of white, partnered by streaks of black, wheeled about the tower's broad faces as Lasbow took note of thousands upon thousands of cave mouths riddling the flat-stoned crags. The seabirds were to be expected, even welcomed. The presence of flocking black-headed and black-backed gulls indicated a plentiful food supply in the local waters they fished. What bothered the observant Merking was the orderliness of the caves. Arrayed in columns of two and three across, the strangely rectangular shaped grottos soared as high as the gashed uppermost reaches of the tower and as low as the foaming surf crashing about its base, where diving birds such as cormorants and razorbills sheltered from the choppy seas. Roosting seafowl took advantage of dimples and grooves marking the coarser cliffs of Castle Rock, but those indentations resulted from normal weathering. The regimented caves on this newfound stack, staring like numberless rows of unblinking and vigilant eyes, looked to have been methodically arranged. While natural formations could display a random uniformity, the tower felt out of kilter. There was wrongness to its overall form, a shaped peculiarity hinting at an unfathomable intelligence at work.
No, had been at work, revised Lasbow. Whatever ingenuity fashioned this edifice was long dead, relegated to a past silted over by time. Thoughts of death reminded him again of his own mortality, of what the white whale's visitation foretold. In all probability fated to die this day, he was living on borrowed time.
The aura of unmistakable artificiality hung over the protrusion, the misting rain palpably accessorising this alien atmosphere. The Merking astonishingly saw the screaming gulls circling the sea stack in a different light. Acquainted with his race's belief that on death sinners were judged by Nupterus and sentenced to an afterlife trapped in the body of a seabird, doomed to forever fly above the oceanic safeness they enjoyed when merfolk, it crossed Lasbow's mind that those lost souls might now be trying to redeem themselves by advocating this spot as the new home for the Cetari. Either that or he had found their version of Hell.
It's no good! Why I can't get my head around this religion stuff?
Belief in an obscure legend had brought Lasbow and his merpeople this far, and still he was not ready to fully commit himself to faith. Had not the vision of the white whale proved the existence of a metaphysical realm, at once removed from and connected to the seaworld?
Falling back on skills and experience, solid truths in a corporeal world he could rely on to sustain him, Lasbow made a crucial decision based on instinct. The admittedly weird sea stack had to have a rocky support and rocks formed the anchor point for corals, upon which reefs were built. The solution to Cetari homelessness lay under the waves. Turning his tail on the mystery tower, the Merking submerged determinedly amid a flurry of white water and expectation.
Collecting Dribben, he commanded Dulby and Yaggle to stay shallow and conduct continuous sonar sweeps of the area around the tower bases while the Merking and Retriever went deep. Lasbow was counting on their vigilance to detect anything untoward that might head the divers” way. That early warning system might just spare all their lives if the reputed kraken decided to make an appearance. Doubting the four of them could fend off the fabled monster, with adequate notice they stood a chance of gaining any rock shelter handy.
Offloading their holdalls on to their travel companions, the divers took with them only what was essential. Hefting their weapons and the sole lamp Lasbow insisted on bringing, they commenced their dive in taut silence. Not since the days of Hulcer had an attempted exploration of the Deep been fraught with epic consequences.
Dribben's deepwater experience negated Lasbow's kingship, entitling the morose Retriever to pilot the dive. More of a leader than a follower even before his crowning, Lasbow could not completely relinquish command and swam alongside Dribben, not behind him.
Saluting his descending king with his dipped trident, Dulby moved quickly ahead with Yaggle before splitting up; the scout taking the inshore side of the first set of foundations they encountered, with the bulkier Seaguardian swinging left out into the seaward side. Each had a healthy respect for the known perils of the ocean and advanced confidently, their plainly audible clicking a comfort to the diving regent.
Down, down they dropped. Diving nearly vertical, their descent was cautiously slow. Battling to illuminate the resilient depths, the chalky daylight faded completely before Lasbow and Dribben had sunk a further fifty feet. There was no usual gradation of light into gloom, of deepening blues subtly progressing into black. One moment the divers were moving through opaque sunlit waters, the next they were enfolded by sudden and utter darkness. The sea around them went eerily silent, as if the suppressive shadow muffled all noise, and a black iciness permeated their bones. To the mermen came the disconcerting impression of having crossed the threshold into a sinister sister dimension, where joyous light and sound cowered before a terrible and bleak presence which fed off hope and courage, sapping resilience.
Grateful for his light-fish lantern weakly fighting off the dark, Lasbow made the pointless observation, “This isn't normal."
His face ghosted by the precious lamplight, Dribben grimaced. “Nothing is, it seems, in this part of the ocean."
Loath to let the stillness of the black water dominate, the Merking restarted his unfinished conversation with Dribben. Guessing more than he actually knew, Lasbow dispensed with propriety and asked, “Erops's debt to you. Does it have anything to do with how he came to lose his hand?"
Glancing sharply at him, the cynic sighed and muttered, “Secrets never stay secret,” resigned to the fact that, in his gloomy perception, bad happenings outweighed good times by a huge margin. “Those morons in my diving fraternity didn't heed my warning to stop messing about with that giant clam. It was his own fault Erops got his arm stuck."
Playing along, Lasbow struggled to fit the final pieces of the story together. “He was lucky that you were there, Dribben."
"Luck had nothing to do with it. I was the only one left after those cowards cleared out."
Snap! The puzzle was complete. “And you were left to save Erops from the shark, by cutting him free,” reasoned Lasbow. “That was heroic of you."
"Anyone in that position would have done the same."
Not so sure of that, Lasbow challenged him. “You don't strike me as the selfless kind."
Refusing to meet the Merking's dissecting gaze, Dribben gazed dead ahead and tried keeping his own counsel.
"Why did you really saw off Erops's hand?” prodded Lasbow. “The other divers left him to his own devices. Were you scared stiff, too frozen by terror to swim away with them?"
Dribben reacted angrily, coming to an abrupt standstill and whirling on the probing king as he halted too. “I am not cowardly!” he growled, thrusting the prongs of his trident at Lasbow's chest to assert his valour. His face contorted weirdly in the swaying lamplight, a mask of outrage sheathing vulnerability. “Was I so afraid that I peed my peduncle? Any Merman who claims to fear nothing in the oceans is a swimming corpse. A hunting megashark is enough to scare a fool shitless and a hero witless. I'll admit to having never been so frightened in all my life. But I stayed put. When my compatriots fled, it was me who had guts enough to remain behind and carry out what needed doing."
"Freeing Erops."
"Giving the shark a distraction, enabling those of us not trapped to escape the area unmolested.” The horrified look on Lasbow's face in the halo of shimmering bioluminescence goaded Dribben into revealing the terrible truth. “That's right, Merking. I bled Erops to deliberately lure the megashark onto him. I'm not ashamed of what I did. If put in a similar predicament again, I would behave exactly the same way."
Studying the Retriever's clenched jaw and stony eyes, chilled from just hearing his remorseless account, Lasbow totally believed him. “Yet you cut completely through his wrist."
Poking his trident at Lasbow's arm, the barbed tips pricking the skin, condescension spread across Dribben's face the same way winter's frozen breath iced over the sea. “Hacking off a merman's hand is easier than you think, especially when you have motivation."
"But..."
"But what? You think I lopped off Erops's hand to give him a fighting chance too? jeered the diver. “I got carried away with my sawing. Before I knew it, he was an amputee and collapsing in my arms from the shock. When the shark didn't immediately attack, I lugged Erops all the way back to the Rock. Don't think I was being noble by rescuing him. Erops was insurance. I used him as a shield in case that dumb brute changed its mind. I would've gladly fed him to that monster fish to ensure my getaway. As it turned out his sacrifice wasn't needed.” Dribben shook his head. “That's why Erops thinks of me as his hero, that he'll be indebted to me until the day he does die. I'll never be chummy with my colleagues, but thanks to my “act of heroism” they at least respect me."
"Then why tell me the sordid facts?"
"So that you'll know that down here it's every merman for himself. Forget that seahorse shit about unity and camaraderie. At these depths you're on your own. I'd hate for you to be under the illusion I'm covering your back. Not even a king warrants that amount of care from me.” Cackling mirthlessly, Dribben said by way of a closing sentiment, “We're all of us destined to end up as fish food eventually,” and resumed his wary descent, pulling the numbed Merking along in his wake.
A minute later found them still 100 feet shy of the bottom. Undaunted by the uncommonly deep and inky water, Dribben pressed on. Keeping pace with him, Lasbow's bobbing lantern threw feebly light on an underseaworld of cold beauty. Sprouting from the concertinaed seafloor, thickets of familiarly graceful Gorgonian sea fans formed delicate and brittle latticework structures nine feet high. Skimming the tops of these coral “shrubs", heading toward the nearer of the two rock supports, the divers marvelled at what the tiny light-fish radiance uncovered next.
A reef of startling white coral branched outwards from the tower roots as far as the meagre lantern light revealed, extending undetected into the pitch-blackness for hundreds of square miles along the coast and out to sea for a fraction of that distance. Coldwater corals, pretty much the same species found in tropical seas, grew at one tenth the rate of their warm water counterparts. That meant this bed of ivory polyps had been around almost since the time man-apes forewent the sanctity of the trees and tentatively stepped on to the walkway of a much larger world starting on the arid East African plains.
"It's indescribable...” whispered Lasbow, entranced by the purity of the coral, its fragile whiteness stamped starkly against the black backdrop.
Dribben only nodded. Even the normally dour Retriever could not dampen the wonder of the moment.
Pressing on, they began encountering denizens of the pristine reef. Splashes of colour flashed in the lamplight. Four-foot long striped bass swum lazily above the coral scrub, their vividly blue body stripes smearing scaled fields of burnished copper and silver. Shrimp-like crustaceans skittered over the wavy bottom, heard more than seen, their soft multi-legged scrapings on the undulating rock perceptible in the crushing dark. The tenacity of life to exist in the unlikeliest and harshest of places was always impressive, as these variegated organisms demonstrated by thriving beneath the curtain of blackness, the seabed buttressing their will to survive.
"Plenty of food for the kraken,” joked Dribben, his hand sweeping one of the nosier, bigger bass out of his way. Their fearlessness of merman would be a boon to the Fishers who, like all providers in hunter-gatherer societies, culled only what the tribe needed. “If you have your way, there'll be Cetari added to the menu."
Lasbow could not believe his earholes. “They told me your cynicism had worsened into downright fatalism. I only wish I didn't have to listen it."
"What's the point in my being cynical if I can't express it?"
"A little optimism is a healthy thing, Dribben."
"Wishful thinking is the province of those fools without enough gumption to change their misfortune. We're on this expedition, not out of any sense of hope, but because, Merking, you cling to a strategy for improving the Cetari lot in life."
"You sound like you might actually approve of this quest."
"Far from it.” Dribben gave Lasbow a snide glance. “Have you any idea what you're looking for?"
"Atlantis,” Lasbow blandly replied.
Dribben overlooked the obvious sarcasm. “But what constitutes Atlantis?"
The Merking offered up nothing in reply. Truth be told, the legend was rather vague and did not explicitly detail what Atlantis was other than a sunken reef. That ambiguity left it up to believers to fill in the blanks with their imagination. In light of his recent discussions with Minoh, the host of possibilities to explain away the Atlantean myth narrowed down to a single probability. The Merqueen's outrageous claim that the Cetari were descended from a dead race of landwalkers was impossible to accept as true, challenging everything Lasbow had been taught to believe, juddering his convictions. Incredulous as he was, a part deep inside him, buried and dormant until now, lurched awake, questioning his heritage.
"By not knowing exactly what Atlantis is, how will you recognise it when you come across it?” When he got on his soapbox, Dribben sounded like nothing less than a broken record.
Lasbow inwardly smirked. Dribben just slipped up. By saying “when", and not “if", the staunch pessimist had given away the reality that he concealed a smidgen of expectation. Even if the Retriever never admitted it, continued lying to himself and arguing his biased point with others, the fact remained—hope springs eternal.
"Maybe I have an inkling on what to watch out for,” hinted Lasbow.
"So don't keep me in the dark, Merking. As chief diver on this outing, I should be privy to all the pertinent facts, even if they are just speculation."
"Be on the lookout for an underwater cave system."
"That's it? Nothing more spectacular than caves."
"I'm betting they'll be grouped in an array vaster than Castle Rock."
"I'm to look for lots of caves then."
"Here's another helpful tip. They're likely to have a carved appearance."
"Hand-built caves?” exclaimed Dribben. He pursed his fleshy lips “You're full of surprises, Merking.” Scowling, he complained, “I neglected to mention I'm not fond of being surprised. What else are you not telling me?"
Among the many privileges his appointed royalty conferred, Lasbow reserved the right to impart information on a need-to-know basis, and Dribben had been given all the specifics he needed to get the task done.
Continuing on in silence, they glided over a seabed visibly scarred from past tectonic fluxes. The Cetari were aware of seaquakes on a deeper level than merely perceiving with their attuned senses the tremors rumpling the saltwater like ripples in a pond. They knew the ocean floor periodically quivered, the shifting plates jostling for position driven by subterranean volcanic forces. Early Retrievers reported stumbling across gaseous springs of boiling seawater in the deep ocean trenches. In a world where sunlight never shone, the saltier water denser and colder even than the polar sea, these hydrothermal vents anchored in place a uniquely marine microclimate which spawned a localised bionetwork based exclusively on chemical, not photosynthesis, energy. Rudimentary bacterial life thrived on the sulphurous exhalation, as did deepwater worms nine feet long and hot water shrimps. Gas, not light, fuelled this ecosystem.
To the technically unsophisticated Merfolk, the internal fires stoking the planet's furnace were beyond their understanding, yet not unexplainable. As a means of warming the tropical seas, Nupterus created underwater heaters in the form of the modest chimneystacks miles beneath the waves. Such a notion was convenient, rational, and partly flawed. Ochar, oldest and shrewdest of her people, thought it a reasonable assumption to make that flues spanned the trenches across the global ocean and should be found in the ancient northern sea, if the contention of these waters being the calving grounds of the ancestral Cetari was to be believed. Taking everything into consideration, could the unheated waters mean that the Sea God disapproved of the migration back by not warming the Tlan Sea in readiness for the merfolks return. She wisely kept that dispiriting prospect to herself.
Coming across their first seabed protuberance, a coral knoll hundreds of yards wide but only twenty feet high, Dribben rose up over its ridged slope and swam on down the other side, never giving the anomalous mound a second glance. Copying him, Lasbow dawdled over the clipped summit to gratify his curiosity before swishing his tail fiercely to catch up to the uninterested Retriever. They encountered a second and a third knoll of similar dimensions, each spaced roughly fifty feet apart and flanked by other mounds equally intriguing to the Merking. The swimmers cruised across this massive, enigmatic debris field for ninety yards and more, Lasbow's interest growing correspondingly.
The Merking's curiosity finally got the better of him when they encountered a truly epic mound spread over sixty thousand square yards and jutting four storeys up toward the surface, erupting from the foaming sea like a welt. This was the disarrayed foundations of the nearer of the two towers they swam for. Forced to go around the obstruction, rather than up and over, the trailblazing Retriever was halted by his monarch's bewilderment.
"Dribben. What do you make of these hillocks?"
Turning to find the fascinated Merking poking at an unremarkable hump of stony polyps with his finger, he jeered. “They're piles of coral encrusted rock. So what."
"Don't you find it odd there are so many of them and that they are grouped in such orderly fashion?"
Dribben shrugged. “We're in foreign waters. The contour of the sea bottom is bound to be different from what we're familiar with."
Lasbow shook his head from uncertainty. “It's more than just alien seas. Give me a hand to dig.” Drawing his knife, he wedged the living lantern into a crevice at head height and started chipping away at the coral growth.
"What are you hoping to find underneath there, a sign pointing to Atlantis?” Failing to get a response, Dribben muttered unintelligibly and joined Lasbow digging.
Flakes of calcified shell spiralled slowly downward out of chalky clouds of disturbed material as the mermen chiselled in wordless unison. Cussing after the tip of his shark-tooth knife snapped off when he tried to prise loose a particularly stubborn piece of coral, for such a handy tool was not easily replaced, Lasbow resumed excavating with the broken blade.
Determining the age of coral employed a technique similar to dating tree trunks by way of examining and counting the growth rings. Such an exercise was pointless to a people with no use or means for measuring time. Which was just as well, considering that to get to the bottom of the mystery mounds involved scraping away half a thousand years of intensification. Translated into practical terms, Lasbow and Dribben had eight feet of cumulative coral to dig through.
"This is absurd,” moaned Dribben, tiring of the effort in both body and mind. A solid hour of toiling only made a half-inch deep indentation the size of a dollar coin in the mountainous coral formation, Lasbow faring little better. “I came on this adventure of yours to dive, not grub in coral like gnashing parrotfish.” In disgust he let his scored knife float from his aching hand.
"Pick it up and keep digging,” commanded Lasbow.
Against his better judgment, Dribben ceased rubbing his hand and stooped to retrieve the blade from where it settled on the seabed. Angling forwards, he amazingly copped a lucky break when grabbing for the hilt. It had fallen beside a ragged split in the base of the polyp hill, a fissure which snaked upwards to where a chunk of the overlaying coral the size of a briefcase had cracked and broken off at waist height, probably from seaquake action, leaving behind a deep cavity worthy of investigation. Looking into it first with his sound-sight, Dribben reached into the hollow only when the narrow sonar beam showed that no snappy eel lurked inside. Inserting his left arm up to the elbow, he rummaged around with his hand until his fingertips brushed against something square.
"I've got something,” he announced, sounding puzzled.
Engrossed with digging up the past, Lasbow did not even spare the Retriever a courteous glance and mumbled, “If your hands are as sore as mine, it'll be cramp."
Miffed that he was abruptly not the only sour manfish in the sea, Dribben stretched his arm further in, the extent of his reach stopped by his shoulder being too large to fit through the cavity. Concentrating intensely, his groping fingers clamped on to a bulge in a sidewall toward the back of the cavity. Planting his trident in the seabed sludge, Dribben braced his free hand against the coral wall and worked the knob loose, jiggling it determinedly until it came away in his hand. He hauled it out for the Merking's scrutiny, scuffing his knuckles on the hard-edged, stony coral rimming the hole.
"Might this be of interest to you?"
Suddenly paying attention to Dribben's activities, the fascinated Merking glanced down.
"Bring that light closer,” the Retriever told him.
Illuminating the diver's find, Lasbow watched eagerly as Dribben shook the sediment off the faintly white object. When the silt cloud cleared, he presented the Merking with irrefutable proof of a terrestrial intelligence predating the Landhoppers.
In his cupped, shaky hand Lasbow held a crumbly rectangular block about a foot long. Despite having no name in Cetari vocabulary he could ascribe to what was evidently a significant discovery in marine archaeology, Lasbow inexplicably felt connected to the brick. This affiliation was born out of an innate understanding that hands, not unlike his, had crafted this stone in some unknowable past. That the brick was a tooled building block was obvious even to the unrefined mermen, whose level of building expertise did not progress beyond the weaving of simple fishing nets. The fact it was recognisable to them, despite having no previous knowledge of brickwork, only strengthened the indefinable link Lasbow was experiencing. If the brick constituted physical corroboration of Atlantis, then his feeling of affinity for a bygone era authenticated matters on a spiritual level.
Maybe I am getting a handle on this religious guff after all.
Placing the artefact reverently on the seafloor, the wordless Merking hastened from the dig, briskly making for the trunk of the intact edifice he had glimpsed rocketing skywards from his time spent on the surface. Seizing his trident, Dribben went with him, his curiosity admittedly aroused. This deep the currents were sluggish with cold, easing their passage through the dark water.
The constant background clicking as Dulby and Yaggle quartered the waters overhead blotted out fears of the kraken materialising. No alarm whistles meant the exploring mermen were so far the only visitors of noteworthy size to the region. Of course, that did not preclude a leviathan possibly cruising outside their biosonar range.
Hurrying around the landward side of the mound, Merking and Retriever found themselves facing the submerged portion of the towering sea stack. Equally imposing and intimidating under the water as above, the lamp-fish spotlighted only a sliver of the foundation stone's stepped immensity. Easily 400 feet long and nearly half that wide, they kept their distance and circled the five story high base warily, drifting above an encompassing forest of white coral glistening like snowflakes on a winter's night. Regularly spaced openings blacker than the inky sea teased and terrified with their inviting emptiness.
About to swim in closer, Lasbow felt Dribben grip his arm insistently. “Death is the only certainty in life,” the diver profoundly said. “Most mermen are smart enough not to go enticing it. You don't strike me as being stupid, Merking. A detail of divers ought to check out those sea caves before you do."
Pulling free of the other's grasp, Lasbow rejoined, “Even the smartest merperson acts dumbly on occasion. This is my time to be daft."
"Then you do it alone,” said Dribben. “I go no further.” Before the king could try and persuade him to change his mind, the Retriever added, “Don't misconstrue my caution as fear. I prefer to remain alive and prudent, rather than dead and foolish. Besides, I'm more useful floating on guard out here while you take a peek inside. There's probably nothing scarier in there other than a few spider crabs anyway. But I'm not prepared to take that gamble."
"You want me to leave the lamp?"
"I'm not afraid of the dark, Merking. You take it, if it makes you feel safer."
"You're a braver merman than me for wanting to stay out here alone, Dribben. What if the kraken shows?"
The diver laughed off the praise with a sardonic chuckle. “Then I'll direct him inside. I'm sure royal flesh tastes better than mine.
Convinced Dribben was not kidding, Lasbow swam apprehensively for the nearest aperture he could identify with his ranging sound-sight. Pausing outside the measurably rectangular hole situated about eight feet up from the seabed, the circumspect Merking took in the massive splayed cracks fissuring the flattish rock face like burnt lightning forks and wondered just how structurally sound the artificial underwater cave complex was. The effort of finding Atlantis would amount to nothing if the refuge could not be made habitable.
With the hugeness of the problem of providing a sanctuary for his displaced subjects pressing down on him through the hundreds of thousands of cubic feet of stone cladding, his gaze strayed upwards to where the ascending base rock disappeared into the overlying gloom. Picturing the raucous seabirds effortlessly sailing the air currents high above the compacted blackness helped put his mind at ease. Deciding that the strident gulls nullified the strangeness of this place, blessing the stack with their shrill screeches, mitigated the lump of dread rising in throat.
Doubt never plagued Lasbow before. Always, he was as confident as he was caring. But now, on the verge of sourcing a securer future for his wayfaring people, he faltered. With a jolt that rattled his ego, Lasbow realised he was afraid. The white whale predicting his demise came home to roost with the shudder of an albatross clumsily making landfall.
What if the reason that we haven't heard sight or sound of the kraken is that this warren of caves happens to be its lair, with the sea monster lying in wait inside?
That did not bear thinking about, so Lasbow pushed it firmly from his mind. On that score alone he had no intention forcing the issue of Dribben ushering him further. If indeed this was his time to die, as his gut was telling him, endangering the Retriever just for the sake of company was unconscionable.
Aware how his hesitating must be amusing Dribben no end, Lasbow collected his thoughts and gathered his courage. If, by claiming Atlantis, he forfeited his life in pursuit of guaranteeing the Cetari's continued existence, he considered it a fair exchange. His deepest regret would be widowing Ahlegra before she had the chance to marry him.
Drawn sword grasped resolutely in one hand, light-fish lantern held aloft in the other, Lasbow grimly ventured inside.
Dribben looked on as the discouraging blackness of the grotto, unbowed by the paltry lamplight, ingested the gallant Merking. “Heroes win the mergirl,” he muttered without a hint of jealously, appending, “but cowards get to live longer."


Chapter Twenty ThreeAbe Norton never felt freer than when at the controls of an aircraft. Back in his days as a wealthy geneticist he could afford to indulge in his expensive hobby, accumulating a veritable squadron of private planes ranging from executive jets to collectible vintage warbirds. Never having the inclination for romance, he always made time to take to the air whenever his hectic scheduling permitted. An old-fashioned stick and rudder man, he flew them all. He loved flying with a passion equalling his manipulation of genes, and just because he transformed himself into a robot did not mean giving up his favourite pastime.
He was back plugged into the mainframe, this time in the relative privacy of the living quarters he had occupied when flesh and blood, at the helm of the remotely piloted Unmanned Aerial Vehicle steadily winging its way over an adjoining ocean 8,000 miles south of Ice Station.
Experiencing the closest sensation a man could come by to actually flying unaided, Abe was electronically joined to the flight controls of the distant UAV via satellite link. Atmospheric conditions cleared sufficiently for communications to be re-established with the geostationary Watchdog, enabling piloting commands from Norton's end to be beamed into space then relayed from orbit to the reconnaissance drone en route to southern latitudes, thereby ensuring that over-the-horizon contact was initiated before the aircraft flew beyond the range of polar ground-based telemetry.
Physically one with the jet engined plane, the manbot saw in real-time video transmission the puffy airspace stretching ahead of the craft as it streaked through dense cumulonimbus clouds 50,000 feet above the Pacific. Vanguard storm winds rocked the spyplane as the forward facing camera port in its buffeted nosecone showed an unchanging haze of featureless grey, droplets of icy rain veining the pod window.
Thankfully not reliant on visual cues to steer Seeing-eye Dog along its unmarked aerial byway, Norton stayed on track by heeding the automatic data feed from onboard guidance systems which included the essential satellite navigation, compensating for turbulence generated by the strengthening headwind. Outfitted with an advanced avionics suite comprising airborne radar sensors coupled with ground mapping electro-optical and infra-red scanners, the UAV could safely fly anywhere in the world anytime day or night without straying off course by more than a few feet. All that gadgetry was slaved to a high tech autopilot incorporated into the design to relieve pilot fatigue and boredom on long endurance missions. Norton's mechanical form resisted tiredness, allowing him to fly unassisted for twenty gruelling hours straight so far.
Standing for all that time without a break, connected to a humming computer interface station, he looked like a giant statuette unreal in his shiny, chromed finish. His darkened apartment, poorly lit by the flickering brightness radiating from the monitor screen in front of him, was an unliveable shambles left untouched by the mindless droid maids at Abe's behest. Steel chairs lay bent and upended, a sturdy oaken worktable overturned and heavily scratched with deep finger gouges, the single military styled cot in the far corner twisted into unrecognisable scrap metal, the bookcase of electronic tomes condensed into disc form occupying the middle of the room toppled and mangled, halogen lights ripped out of their ceiling mounts, the plasma display screens of decorative digital wall paintings smashed to smithereens, fist-sized holes punched in the alloy door and adjacent wall panels.
Perpetrated during his lengthy psychological transition period from geriatric human into newly commissioned robot, a time fraught with violent fits of rage as he experienced difficulty adjusting to the irrevocableness of his metalled body, Norton vented his reasonless anger on his living space. There was something innately gratifying that came from destroying personal property, as if by wrecking furniture and furnishings reflecting your personality you could wipe the slate clean and be reborn afterwards. The resulting damage from his temper tantrums was left unfixed, serving to remind him that once he had been a man and afflicted with the shortcomings of human emotion.
But now he existed as a manbot, enjoying the freedom of unrestrained flight without his metal shod feet ever leaving the ground. On a whim he powered up the cruising UAV's turbofan engine, putting the plane into a steep nosedive. His thoughts directly controlling the craft's flying surfaces, he looped the accelerating jet, revelling in the agility of his giant radio-controlled model. Make no mistake, big boys loved their toys.
A military grade flying machine in every sense, the UAV could execute snap aerial manoeuvres a manned fighter jet could never emulate, subjecting the rigid airframe to twice the g's sustainable by a human pilot. Putting the drone through its paces, Norton performed high g barrel rolls and vertical rolling scissors, vying for supremacy over a make believe opponent in an imaginary dogfight, finishing his stint of aerobatics in a spiral dive which flattened out at 15,000 feet above sea level. Every kid dreams of being able to fly like a bird and on these rare moments Abe Norton was a comic book superman staging an aerial ballet in the limitless skies.
An importunate red light bleeped on the instrumentation board of the computer console. Try as he might to ignore the noisy flashing, it slowly began to grate on Abe's synthetic nerves. Attempting to focus purely on his piloting, he routinely checked engine readouts before abandoning the effort. Finding he could bear the distraction no longer, the disdaining manbot finally responded to Dog's hail and voice activated the answer button. “You're disturbing me!” he snapped.
Dog could not comprehend Norton's occasional need for privacy. The mainframe's multifarious subsystems exchanged relatable data constantly, a ceaseless sharing of digitised self that dispensed with electronic boundaries. The manbot was an integral part of that network, so periodically distancing himself from the multipart whole made no sense logically.
The imperceptive macroprocessor did not realise Norton's human side required solitude from time to time and that his former living space functioned as his quiet room. In the throes of his past rages Abe had ripped out of its ceiling recess the observant sensor bowl serving as Dog's ears and eyes in virtually every chamber throughout the complex, ending his invasive presence in this nook of Ice Station buried in the bowels of the hollowed berg. Liking the feeling of not being watched is also what prompted Norton to keep the maintenance droids from mending the damage to the room, conceding that the computer workstation be the only item restored to usable condition—but on his terms. Dog was not authorised unrestricted access to this particular interface hardware, which meant any contact with his master, while in residence, was confined to what the manbot allowed. That restraint was guaranteed by Norton's steadfast refusal to allow a wireless datalink to be integrated into his circuitry. He would choose when and where to plug in, not have that decision imposed on him.
"You are deviating from prescribed flight parameters for the mission, and I am not monitoring mechanical or navigational failures to be the cause of that error."
"That's because there is nothing wrong with the plane,” attested Abe, ever more cross at the stalking mainframe. “I'm merely chucking Seeing-eye Dog about the skies for a bit of fun."
There was that foreign concept again which the brainier CPU could not get its logic circuits around. “It is a needless expenditure of fuel, Norton."
Amusement escaped the manbot's speaker mouth in the form of a low chuckle. Even without in-flight refuelling, the UAV possessed sufficient range on internal tanks to fly once around the world non-stop. “Dog, you're always such a killjoy. Is there a specific reason for your interruption, or do you just like bothering me?"
"Medical diagnostics of the captives is complete."
"That was quick."
"Efficiency is my middle name."
"That would be snoopy. What are your findings?"
"Uploading data into your memory bank now."
Norton reviewed the test results in a heartbeat, or rather the mechanical equivalent of such, and said nothing. The information was perfunctory really. Having earlier passed judgment on the homecoming Aquapeople, it was only left for him to implement his impersonal decision.
There was however one incongruity which bothered the manbot. “The elder male ... you noted recent scarring on his belly."
"Severe dermal abrasions in the abdominal region indicate exposure to high temperature bursts."
"Scalding?"
"Negative. The areas of scar tissue are too localised to suggest that."
"Any ideas as to what caused this trauma?"
"Direct application of a heated instrument,” ascertained Dog. “The specimen was consciously burnt."
"Tortured, in other words,” seethed Norton, enraged that one of his children should be so viciously brutalised. “Three guesses as to the perpetrators,” he snarled, silently making the promise that the yet unseen Landhoppers, established now as fire users, would pay dearly for their racial prejudice.
"The three test subjects ought to be revived,” suggested Dog.
"All in good time."
"Keeping them anaesthetised for a prolonged period of time will endanger their health,” argued the caretaker computer. “Forty-four hours have already elapsed."
Peeved at the interfering mainframe, despite Dog showing at long last the value of brevity in his timekeeping, Norton barked, “I said in my own good time and not before! There are more urgent matters that I must attend to first. Have you got that?"
"Affirmative. I shall comply."
Unexpectedly reconsidering, the abrasiveness left Norton's tone as he changed his orders. “You're right. It has been so long since I've had patients to care for that I'm forgetting my bedside manner. Administer the counteragent to the sedative, but bring them around slowly. Too fast and they'll be retching in their holding tanks. Believe me, we want to avoid that. Floating vomit is disgusting and that much harder to clean up."
Sensing a sudden and strained silence between them, Norton enquired down the opened com-channel, “Is there something else you wish to discuss with me, Dog?"
"I am uncertain."
"You've never not been sure of anything in your whole programmable life,” said Norton, puzzled by the admission. “Stored in your database is a fully comprehensive library of sciences, readily retrievable and at your disposal anytime. It contains a wealth of researched information germane to the operations, past and present, conducted at this station and beyond. Don't tell me you're unsure of anything."
"I am certain of my doubt."
"Cute, Dog,” rejoined Norton, transferring control of the UAV to the autopilot. Whatever was upsetting Dog deserved his undivided attention. “Explain yourself. Tell Doctor Abe your troubles."
Not one to beat around the electronic bush, Dog came straight out with it. “Sublevel 4, Area 15, Section 91. Precisely what is housed in that compartment?"
Caught off guard by the unanticipated query, Norton's comeback was peculiarly lame. “Prying was never a part of your programming. Just how did you learn to become nosy?"
"Daily power transference to that unspecified subsection has been recorded at a constant rate since my commissioning. Twenty-three hours ago a general troubleshooting subroutine detected a significant increase in energy allocation being diverted to that subsection. When I attempted to conduct a standard systems error analysis, to determine the cause for the unauthorised rerouting of power, I was categorically denied access to the relevant master file. Any systems anomalies call for investigation and, if applicable, quarantine and repair. Subsequent attempts to gain access to the faulty file were blocked by an encrypted firewall. Programming dictated that I continue my scrutiny."
"Aha! Your curiosity got the better of you."
"Working logically, I reverse engineered the power transferral and traced it back to a subroutine command override logged by you.” Dog's accusal was a statement of fact, not a condemnation. Oddly enough, functioning as the station's system manager precluded the CPU from making snap judgements regarding unofficial program amendments. Abe Norton remained boss, even if it was only the figurehead human in charge.
Not finished detailing his master's fraudulence, Dog exposed more shady software irregularities without first letting the manbot explain his duplicity. “Allied folders connected to the master file are equally anomalous. All active folders incorporated into the workings of the mainframe are designated with a file name. The unsigned master file and satellite folders are sealed with a ciphered text, rendering them inaccessible without the correct input code. Deducing you were the encoder was a matter of course, Norton."
Rather than sounding angry, Dog heard the clearly impressed manbot clap his metal hands together. “You're a Sherlock Holmes,” conceded Abe, congratulating the snooping mainframe. “I should've foreseen this day coming, except there has been no need to even contemplate activating the contents of that section these many centuries gone. Huh, I considered the time for threats had long passed. Clearly it does not pay to be blasé about security, as danger comes in an unimaginable variety of guises anytime it chooses."
"Section 91 is connected to the reappearance of the Aquapeople,” extrapolated Dog, making the informed guess, “If logic is followed, the compartment must house the means to enact an armed response on their behalf. The only information left unclear is the configuration of the weapon."
"That will be revealed in due course,” said Norton, even now unprepared to make a full disclosure while admitting to his subterfuge by inference rather than confession. “Aren't you the least bit interested in why you were kept out of the loop on this?"
Damnably honest, Dog simply stated, “I was not built as a strategic military computer, therefore my inclusion was unwarranted."
"Dog, you are truly priceless. No human in his or her right mind would accept being deceived these many years with such inimitable grace. When they made you, they surely broke the mould."
"I am a prototype model, not a factory produced system made buyable for mass consumers. I was not cast from a single pattern mould. I have six million, nine hundred and twelve thousand, and thirty three individually assembled components constituting my—"
Dog's unintentionally comedic response was cut short by a proximity alert buzzing intrudingly from Norton's console. Emanating from the UAV's on-screen instrumentation bank, the far-flung reconnaissance plane was passing east of an inconsequential dot of land off its starboard wingtip. Lookdown radar had flagged the islet in accordance with prescribed search parameters.
Disengaging the autopilot, Norton took back control and banked the drone hard right, skidding it across an absurdly calm sky roofed by the pluming thunderclouds as he circled back for a better look at the speck of brown splotching the sea of cloud-shadowed blue below.
"Do you see that one?” he challenged Dog, wishing he had a free hand to point with at the monitor, now displaying in split-screen mode the seconds old film footage snapped by the fuselage camera array showing the blurred overhead image of a faraway islet. A moment like this was when the manbot cursed the roboticists for not suggesting that a useful second pair of arms be incorporated into his original design.
"Optical imaging aligned and recording,” Dog stated with unexcitable competency. This was the fifth island the monitored UAV had flown over in as many hours. Understandably, there was a reasonable certainty that it would turn out to be another lump of volcanic rock home to nothing more eye-catching than unspectacular jungle bird life.
Pitching the aircraft steeper than before Norton jetted seawards for a time, all the while rapidly losing altitude. Constrained by the plane's wide turn radius when flying at fast subsonic speeds, he descended steadily over the next few miles until he reached a thousand feet, then shallowed his dive into a reverse turn.
Opening up the throttle, Norton raced for the atoll rearing up on the horizon and lined up perfectly in the sight bars of his video HUD. He had a sneaking suspicion that this was the island of his children's persecutors. Going on nothing but his gut reaction, a hunch Dog would dismiss as leftover human irrationality, the manbot happily gave his shrinking emotions free reign.
"A high speed pass at low altitude is inadvisable,” Dog cautioned him. “Picture clarity will be compromised."
Totally in the grip of his clenching anger, Abe Norton heard nothing but the rush of rage in his artificial ears, transported back in time and feelings to when he trashed his room. But circumstances were different. Back then he was wildly out of control, a loosed cannon firing indiscriminately. Here, the robotic side of the manbot manipulated the mechanics of his actions, his anger providing momentum but not guidance.
That was not strictly true. Norton hankered to buzz the atoll, to see the demonic islanders take fright and scatter, their primitive minds reel from the monstrous metallic bird thundering overhead, their domain ear-shatteringly violated.
His computerised conscience persisted. “Decreasing altitude further is unwise,” Dog repeated when Norton reduced height by 500 feet more, skimming over the sea like a giant flying fish. The isle lay unsuspecting a quarter of a mile off, about to be on the receiving end of a jet blast from the past.
"Bumpy road,” mumbled Norton, noting an abrupt engine surge an instant after the remotely controlled plane rocked. Putting it down to low level buffeting, he stabilised the swaying and pressed home his unarmed attack.
A second later disaster descended in one foul swoop, enfolding plane and pilot alike. Engine thrust mysteriously terminated, vanishing like a suddenly dying breeze. Left no time to ponder the cause for the abrupt power loss, Norton had his hands full fighting to retain control of his dead-stick craft. The crippled UAV lurched again; a violent shaking which rolled the left wing alarmingly seaward.
Norton corrected, labouring to keep the stricken drone airborne even with Dog's unseen assistance via the flight computers. “I should've procured a seaplane!” he muttered, the enticing blue sea filling the fuzzy viewscreen as the UAV pitched nose down.
An alarm siren blared laughably late to warn of the uncontained turbine failure. Already 300 feet of valuable altitude had been swallowed up by the emergency and Norton was fast running out of sky. Managing to level out at a dangerously low 100 feet above the lapping waves calling siren-like to lure the plane to its watery doom, a detached part of the manbot accepted that his best efforts were only momentarily stalling the inevitable. His human self refused to quit.
"I can't keep the nose up!” he yelled futilely to Dog, the magnetic sea coalescing into the surf-lashed beach of the target island looming into view.
"Disengage,” Dog urged him, damnably calm.
"I'll try to save her!” he shouted at the console.
"Norton, disconnect."
The last thing Abe Norton, pilot, saw was glassy black rock rushing up to meet him. When the computer monitor went terminally blank, the manbot hurtled backwards from an invisible fist hammering his chest. Slammed against the unyielding steel plates panelling the wall behind him, he collapsed to the floor and sprawled on the threadbare carpet unmoving, the only signs of life sparks of residual electricity flitting over his insensate body like dancing fireflies.
Abe Norton was down and out for the count.
* * * *Careening down the slopes of Mont Plaas in eager leaps and bounds, Eskaa could scarcely take in the spectacle he had been so advantageously placed to witness atop Lunder Atoll's highest point.
Finished another invigorating dip in Crater Lake, he was ambling up to the rim of the caldera when a faint roar sounded overhead. Eyeballing the oddly noisy sky, Eskaa was mystified to see a rapidly transiting arrowhead silhouette crossing the cloud-studded heavens. Fearing the unknown did not dull his inquisitiveness and the Subos, edging down off the crater lip, gazed curiously at the object. Mesmerised, he watched it bank and lose height, briefly gaining definition as it unaccountably swung back past the tropical isle before blasting away out to sea and dwindling from sight.
Baffled to say the least, Eskaa had glimpsed enough of the aerial passerby to reach the obvious conclusions that, whatever its origins and intentions were, it was big, fast and winged. The hairless skin on the back on his neck crawled, his body's involuntary reaction letting his puzzled brain know that something was terribly amiss. That the unidentified flier might be a danger to the island was a matter of circumspection. That its flyby was a show of unbridled speed on the back of flagrant strength was plain enough.
Trying to reason through the bewildering sighting, Eskaa kept drawing blanks. To his knowledge no flying bird comparable in size and airspeed existed to account for the apparition. Certainly no Wandering Albatross, its impressively wide ten-foot wingspan making it the largest living bird to take to the skies, could explain away the mystery aerialist. No sensible explanation sufficed. The spectre simply flew too fast and loudly for that.
Bah! No seabird roars like a bull sea lion and outpaces the clouds, Eskaa decided in the suspect rationality of his troubled thoughts. Determining what it was not was easily enough done. Coming up with a plausible theory to justify it was a difficulty not even the crafty leader of the amphibs could surmount. The phantom defied explanation.
It also defied commonsense, for Eskaa heard the deepening roar marking its return as it neared Lunder Atoll a second time. Regaining the cratered summit of the mountain, he enjoyed a limitless view unobstructed by jungle. Corakk's ancient stock of tropical trees was almost completely depleted, save for a stand of bakau the Subos commanded be left unspoiled. It was a token gesture on Eskaa's part, schemed to blunt any surviving detractors” argument that utterly despoiling the atoll spelt doom for its residents.
It's amazing how a piece of greenery calms the restless natives, Eskaa had thought, drawing upon his psychological lore. But the copse did nothing to soothe his frazzled nerves as the flying intruder came head-on at the defenceless isle.
Perched on the rim like a watchful vulture, he made a study of the approaching enigma, seeking to dispel its cloaking strangeness by way of examination. There was precious little time for that as the unusual flying object was rumbling over the wave tops quicker than rolling thunder. Eskaa persevered, gleaning what he could and making comparisons against the familiarities of his island world.
The phantom was sleek and huge, skinned in shades of shifting grey similar to a shark's lacklustre hide—unremarkable to look out, yet superb camouflaging in its natural surrounds. Seen from below against the cloudy backdrop, the phenomenon would have passed undetected were it not for the racket of its speedy passage.
Difficult as it was to size the thing from afar, Eskaa fancied it approached megashark proportions. The biggest creature afloat in the oceans, the terror fish was the yardstick for all outsized measuring projects, regardless of accuracy. Anything whopping was automatically weighed against that monster and usually found wanting.
Not so in this case. The flying creature, for Eskaa had no cause to think it of as anything other than a living entity, displayed a wingspread as wide as it was long. Weirder still, those wings did not flap, remaining rigid and static. Its strangely elliptical mouth, locked in a perpetual gape, formed an unfriendly smile, lending the conically nosed beast a demented look. If it possessed eyes, they were too miniscule for Eskaa to make them out.
Dread brought clarity to the puzzling Subos. The beast was flying dead straight towards Lunder Atoll, unwavering in course and undeterminable purpose. Thinking of it in terms as a monstrous bird of prey, Eskaa grew conscious of how exposed he was out on the volcano's depression, of how tempting a target he must be making himself. But fascination compelled him to remain where he rested, defying the risk to his person. The pursuit of knowledge often required the seeker to dare the downright dangerous.
A slow moving shape rising to the left of the oncoming juggernaut rooted Eskaa's attention on that sinisterly conic head, as what could only be a seabird was sucked into that yawning mouth, reinforcing his presumption that the winged giant might be hunting.
It's feeding and I'm probably next on the menu, fretted Eskaa, deciding that prudence now outscored nosiness. A horrifically loud bang stopped him from jumping for the lake, after which he glimpsed a plume of orange briefly trail behind the creature.
"Its bum is on fire!” he exclaimed out loud, revolted rather than astonished. Fiery farts were scarcely an expression of good manners.
An unbearably high-pitched whine, audible even at this distance, keyed the tropical air. Before the Subos could cover his ears and shut out the shriek that was a thousand times more grating than fingers scratching a blackboard, the bird's keening fell away like an old cloak. Silence cascaded eerily over the nearing beast, its strangely muted approach scarier than the defunct rumbling and howling combined. The broad, stiff wings fluttered, slightly at first, picking up momentum until the wobble affected the whole body. Dipping its head, Eskaa half expected the pained bird to nose dive into the sea. But it pulled up and continued to glide haphazardly for the shore, apparently wanting to land. The fact it possessed no visible legs or feet made that prospect lunacy.
The remainder of its flight proved catastrophically short, ending with the monstrosity coming down hard on the atoll's stony northern shoreline, ploughing headfirst into the outcrops, then tipping onto its back with a sickening crunch. Low coastal hummocks masked the impact from Eskaa's sight, but the resultant smoke palling over the crash site pinpointed the bird's demise.
The Subos sighed with relief and muttered, “Whatever the firebird ate sure disagreed with it,” as if by labelling the apparition he demystified its frightening weirdness.
Eager to investigate, now that it was presumably safer, he hopped down from the atoll's heights. Greeted at the mountain's base by his cadre of nervous Shurpeha, alerted to the emergency by the commotion of the crashing flier, Eskaa bounded through them, assured they would follow. Transcending his priestliness, the dictatorial frogman had already decreed not just Crater Lake, but the whole of Mont Plaas, was out of bounds to all amphibs bar him, the palace guards, and sanctioned workers. Big on obedience, the supporters of their cultist leader followed him blindly like wild sheep.
Island hopping took half the time it used to now that the obstructing jungle was cleared, so Eskaa and his entourage arrived at the accident scene sooner rather than later. Even so, a sizable throng of gawking Piawro clustered around the crashed bird, a few intrepid junior members of the swelling Shurpeha ranks poking at the smouldering, splayed out carcass with bamboo sticks. The oddly featherless hide, exuding black, oily smoke from numerous slashes in the greyish skin, easily deflected their investigative jabs.
Unlucky for the industrious stonecutters, the careering flier had settled smack dab on the obsidian deposit, crushing a handful of unobservant chippers to death and seriously injuring a score more. Blood leaked out of the bird's cracked and broken wings in viscous rivulets afire with lucent blue flames, which flickered over the stress fractures crazing the impacted stone.
The strangely burning body fluid went a long way to underpin Eskaa's sense that this winged monstrosity was an elemental beast, a creature with flames running through its veins and a fire in its belly. On a more mundane level, combustible skinning was hugely impractical and he stooped to gingerly pick up an unlit chunk of the torn flesh sticking up in the sand at his feet. Hefting the solid and weighty fragment in his hand, luckily cool to the touch, he tested its imperviousness with a tentative nibble and nearly broke a tooth for his trouble.
"Quit prodding it!” he carped at the hooligans, dropping the unpalatable piece of shell. “The firebird is obviously a dead duck."
"The Subos knows what manner of fowl this is,” one of the onlookers exclaimed.
"Of course he does!” snapped another. “He is all-knowing and all-seeing."
"Can we eat it?” hoped a third.
A field of searching gazes faced Eskaa. A marvellous opportunist, he instantly capitalised on this misfortune to change it into his good fortune, turning it to his advantage. Compost was only raked manure, after all.
Jumping atop a conveniently handy flat-topped boulder, the Subos clapped his empty hands to secure the crowd's attention. In his hurry to get here, he had left his rattly staff behind. This was a show he would have to put on without benefit of props, relying totally on his speechmaking skills. Eskaa grinned openly. He relished a challenge.
"Behold! Lying before you is the earthly manifestation of the Elementals, merged into a single form. Enayres, Vhella, Soruca, Ceteras ... brother gods all. United in divine purpose, joined now in death."
Shock muted the assembly, the jabbers taking a hasty jump back from the desecrated corpse, every amphib in attendance hanging on their Subos’ indigestible words of clarification. Even those reformed Shurpeha present were stunned into silence, indoctrinated as they were in the conviction that their idols influenced every aspect of daily life. Taking the gods” immortality for granted, none of the commoners ever considered the impossibility that the spirits might one day vanish.
"In the days of our ancestors, the volcano god prevailed. But eventually his overlordship came to an end when the Elementals displaced him,” Eskaa cleverly reminded his listeners. “And now their time is up. Like the seasons change, so do the gods. We must accept this conversion without anxiety or panic. Our forebears abided their changeover without complaint and we, their proud and righteous descendants, shall do the same."
Judging his verbal guile was not having the desired effect by the aghast looks of his audience, Eskaa made the uncharacteristic decision to dial down his haughtiness a notch, to project himself as an ordinary amphib striving to come to terms with an unbelievable transition. Hopping off his makeshift stage, he forwent Shurpeha bullying and physically ingratiated himself with his people, sowing the seeds for his off the cuff delivery.
"I realise it's a big ask,” he began over, artfully not talking down to the common folk but addressing them as equals. “The four gods have been around for ages, a vital part of ourselves like the air we breathe or the water we drink. I'll miss them especially. I probably shouldn't admit this, but I'm sure each of you had a personal favourite too. Out of the brothers, mine was the blood god. The holiness of Enayres still binds us together. We're all blood brothers and sisters."
Draping an arm around the shoulders of a shortish amphibiman, Eskaa noted with satisfaction the others pressing in, straining to hear his words, the immediate listeners surrounding the Subos relaying his sentiments to those in the back ranks. He had them in the palm of his hand, willingly eating the bullshit he fed them.
"It's hard to imagine our world devoid of them. When Ceretas heaped this vision on me, like you I initially refused to believe. Surely the gods must be jesting! How can immortals possibly die? But nobody lives forever and even spirits fade away eventually.
"It was then I realised that they were relying on the trust built up between them and me over the years to make the acceptance of this unthinkable thing easier to swallow, to make the coming transition bearable all round. The Elementals won't be leaving us in the lurch and godless. Just like when the explosive mountain god was banished to his rest after their victorious takeover bid, so will the brothers” vacancies not go unfilled. Difficult as it is to acknowledge, the gods are replaceable. Only this time the current retirees have a say in who is going to supplant them."
Sidetracked by wishing he was caped and costumed to enhance his stage presence, Eskaa mustered his best oratorical voice, raised his arms theatrically and intoned, “The winds of change are blowing and time cannot stand still. Lunder is our hopping stone to a better, brighter future. Already we control the seas, next we reclaim the mainland. The Elementals made this achievable through my efforts and I am to continue their godly works. They have conferred the stewardship of the Piawro on me. Look upon your leader. I am the Lord incarnate. Bow down and worship me!"
You could have cut the ensuing silence with a macana. Ideally equipped to do just that, the Shurpeha were first to move. Kneeling in their inverted way on their inward bending legs, they lay down their defining weaponry and lionised their Subos with beatifying homage. In their adulating eyes Eskaa had indisputably converted from mortal into god. To them it was a natural progression for the spiritual leader of the Piawro to make, ascending to a loftier holiness.
Slowly following suit, the other amphibs surrendered their will to Eskaa and knelt in reverence. The majority did so out of faith, believing in Eskaa's escalated divinity. A small contingent, mostly maltreated Climbers, prostrated themselves out of necessity. In a single hop the reviled Subos, already untouchable, rendered himself completely immune from public criticism. His critics dared not speak out against him anymore, lest they find themselves on the receiving end of religiously guided persecution. The very survival of their harassed caste hinged on demonstrating compliance, even when their hearts cried out sham. To them, Eskaa remained an ordinary amphibiman flawed with everyday failings and weaknesses. No more a god than anyone else, he nonetheless held sway over the brainwashed populace. Their combined resolve deified him and the minority would have a devil of a time trying to reverse that ingrained conditioning. Better to appear as live followers than be crucified dead heretics.
Except for one intrepid Climber. Fed up with Leaper dominance, unwilling to tolerate living a lie, he rose with deliberate slowness, flaunting his refusal to idolise Eskaa. “Subos!” he spat, shouting his contempt for all to hear, pointing accusingly at the mildly surprised magician-priest. “You are a fraudster with a big mouth and an even bigger ego. Can you not see him for the fake he really is?” he entreated the gathering, fishing for support.
The crowding amphibs sensibly kept their eyes and bodies downcast—apart from the Shurpeha, sprouting from the mass like weeds reaching for the light, swords and spears quivering in budding rage.
"It appears you are alone in your opinion, friend,” remarked Eskaa, lowering his arms and smiling his contempt for the debasing outburst. The fool was digging his own grave.
Uncomfortably aware of his isolation, the impugner put on a brave face and pursued his character assassination. The point of no return had passed the instant he stood. “You're a liar and a bully,” he croaked, his voice as shaky as his stance. “I wouldn't put it past you to have murdered the gods for their powers."
At that a frogman leapt up, delivering a vicious backhanded blow to the Climber. Eskaa's tightly wound goons made no move to interfere. Why should they when a civilian was punishing the decrier for them? Thinking the same, Eskaa gleefully watched his heckler stagger and fall over a companion to end up on his backside. When he tried to rise, his attacker sent him sprawling with a kick to the head.
"That'll do,” Eskaa abruptly said. Wanting this to play out his way, he motioned the closest Shurpeha to rein in the righter of wrongs. Waving a macana in the assailant's face instantly curbed his enthusiasm.
Lurching to his feet, rubbing his bruised jaw, the outspoken Climber stared defiantly at Eskaa, but there was recognisable fear in his eyes. “You always were good at putting on a show. Prove yourself. Do something godly,” he dared the conceited priest.
Accepting the challenge, Eskaa nodded grimly. “You wish me to demonstrate my powers? Fair enough.” Hopping back onto his rock platform, he exploded into full rhetorical swing. “Rise up and smite the blaspheming infidel, in the name of your lord and god, Eskaa!"
The unleashed host surged, swamping the doomed Climber under a deluge of angry bodies and flailing limbs, in minutes reducing him to a bloody, lifeless pulp no longer identifiable as Piawro.
Folding his arms, Eskaa laughed raucously at sight of the heaving throng and the demonstration of his powers of persuasion.


Chapter Twenty Four"Durgs, please wake up."
Stirring, the merman struggled to rouse from his enforced slumber. A womanly voice hovered on the edge of his awareness, adamant and nagging.
"Durgay! Wake up!” she insisted.
"I'm up, mother!” he barked, jolting awake and thrashing the water about him. “I promise I won't be late for school again.” Momentarily disoriented by his unfamiliar surroundings, Najoli's amused giggling brought him back to reality and he quieted down.
"Dreaming about your mother is an unhealthy fixation,” remarked the mergirl. She floated upright about ten feet from him, her smiling face edged with concern.
Rolling on his side, it was all the queasy Fisher could do to keep from throwing up. Seeing that she appeared unhurt was a great relief to him. “I feel terrible,” he complained.
"So did I when I first woke, but the nausea will pass. A little food helps."
Durgay turned green around the gills at Najoli's suggestion. Desiring female company more than fish, he found the willpower to weakly flick his flukes and make for his mergirl.
"No, wait...” she cried out, too late to stop him bumping headfirst into an invisible wall.
"Ouch, cod-dammit!” he swore, rubbing his forehead. “Who put that block of ice in my way?"
"It's not ice, Durgs. The water we're in isn't cold enough to freeze."
Durgay stopped rubbing to think about Najoli's statement. She was right. The lukewarm water that filled their overlarge pool matched the tepidness of tropical seas, as it had when they were first caught. The merman thought harder. Only now did he realise they were being held in a different holding tank than the one in which Nupterus and his shiny servant had greeted them from above water. While bigger in size by at least a third, this tank differed also by being compartmentalised by the transparent panel of ... what?
Examining it first with his biosonar, followed by his tentative fingertips, Durgay established that the visually indiscernible wall was as solid as sheet ice but weirdly warm to the touch. Beyond his understanding, the toughened clear acrylic pane sectioning the pool outwardly had the look of frozen water while being nigh on unbreakable. Quite why the Cetari deity elected to separate him from Najoli escaped Durgay, and he took scant comfort from the religious platitude that the Sea God's mysterious ways were often beyond mortal comprehension.
Approaching her side of the divider, Najoli pressed her palm against the unbendable pane. Durgay did likewise, the layer of see-through acrylic frustratingly giving them the illusion of touching while firmly preventing that comforting feel.
"Why have you parted us, lord?” he whistled in aggravation. Uselessly waiting for an answer, that soon became clear was not coming, angered Durgay further. Slamming his fist against the barrier only gained him a sore hand to partner his throbbing head.
Pitying him with sad eyes, Najoli startled her merboyfriend by announcing, “We aren't the only Cetari in this pool. Take a look behind me."
Gazing past her, he became aware of a dejected merman senselessly swimming the perimeter of his own partitioned section at the far side of the shared pool like a bored aquarium shark.
"He looks familiar,” mused Durgay, unable to place the face.
"So he should,” said Najoli. “That merman happens to be one of our old jailers."
That stunned the Fisher. It took him a moment to recover his wits enough to ask, “What's a Seaguardian doing so far from home waters in this place?"
Najoli's shrug was a wordless, I don't know.
"How did he get here ahead of us?"
"I couldn't begin to hazard a guess. He hasn't said anything to me since I woke from my deep sleep, not even a friendly hallo. I'm pretty sure he's the one I brained with my chunk of rock during our jailbreak. So he's likely miffed at me for knocking him out."
"Things definitely keep getting weirder,” murmured Durgay, puzzled that Nupterus was showing his favoured creations such inhospitality by caging the three of them and withholding information.
"Maybe you'll have more luck than me talking to him,” intimated Najoli. A bit of mermale bonding might see him open up."
Trying just that, the rebel Fisher hailed his compatriot. The fellow merman ignored the shouted greeting and continued swimming in unproductive circles. Hollering again only made Durgay's throat hoarse. Whistling loudly and continuously finally got his attention and the ignoramus halted, staring hatefully at the noisemaker.
"What's your name?” Durgay asked him.
His refusal to answer prompted Najoli to butt in and have another crack at him. Her impatience made it so that she could not help herself. “What's the matter, merboy? Catfish got your tongue?"
Banging on the pane, Durgay glowered at her to keep quiet. She crossed her arms huffily and zipped her mouth shut. “You must know who we are,” he said to the former guard. “Suffice to say we have fishtory. What harm can it do to tell two acquaintances your name? We're caught in the same net, after all."
Measuring Durgay's worth with his discriminating stare, the tight-lipped merman relented. “I'm Jumo."
Asking the obvious question first, Durgay desired to know, “How did you come to be here, Jumo?"
"We left you back at Castle Rock napping on the job,” wisecracked Najoli, her mouth getting the better of her again.
Directing his unfriendly gaze on to the flippant mergirl, Jumo vowed, “And I'll get you for whacking me on the head with that stone. It bloody hurt."
"I was just adding one more to the rocks already in your head,” Najoli remarked confrontationally.
Durgay cut back in. “Must you madden everyone who is male?"
"I don't discriminate, Durgs,” she said with a smirk. “Except for you, I loath all mermen."
"You hit me twice,” griped Jumo.
"Actually, fish head, it was three times, but I guess it's not entirely your fault that you can't count proper. You weren't really conscious for the third blow."
"Then you owe me three times over,” he vowed again.
Placing hands on hips, Najoli scoffed, “It's not as if you're in a position to do anything about it."
Jumo thumped his side of the barrier, grinning when she jumped.
"I want to know how you swum from there to here so damn quick,” demanded Durgay, returning to the topic at hand. “Even taking into consideration that me and Najoli took the scenic route getting here, you had no way of divining where we were headed."
Jumo gave a slight shake of his head. “You arrogant sod, Durgay,” he clicked irately. “Are you so egotistical to think that Captain Lasbow would expend time and energy hunting you and your mergirly misfit down?"
Durgay seemed genuinely put out by the assertion.
"Trust me, runaways were the last thing on the captain's troubled mind when he sent Spid and me out into the open ocean. True, we were on the hunt, but not for the likes of you."
"Las had you seeking out the Sea God too?"
Jumo looked at Durgay as if he was an idiot. “Nothing so crass,” he sneered. “He ordered us to search for Atlantis on the sly as a way of redeeming ourselves for such sloppy guard duty."
"But that's a myth, just a fairytale. It doesn't exist."
"We're floating in the bowels of a giant ice cube, at the whim of a strange being and his invisible sidekick, and you're quibbling over the realness of a legend."
"Watch your mouth, Jumo. You are in god's grotto."
"And you're senile to think that, old merman. When I was first hauled here, I bought into that Sea God claptrap too. That soon wore off after I came to the realisation that Norton isn't a servant of Nupterus. He's hiding the truth about himself, of that I'm certain."
"I knew it!” said Najoli, her suspicions about the tin man rematerialising. “So what's he angling for from us?"
"That I haven't figured out yet. You'd do well not to trust him. He's slipperier than a sea snake."
"You mentioned being hauled here,” said Durgay, unhappy at the disturbing irreligious slant their conversation had taken and wishing to get off that unholy track. In his mind he need look no harder to find the Sea Lord. “By what?"
"The kraken."
It was Durgay's turn to scoff. “Another myth swims to life."
"One I have intimate knowledge of. Like I said, Spid and me were prospecting for the sunken reef. I was diving on a promising spot when this tentacled monster came out of nowhere, grabbed me in its coils, and whisked me away."
"Your dive buddy,” said Najoli. “What happened to Spid?"
"Weren't you listening? I got snatched before I was even aware I was hit. Whatever happened afterwards to him is beyond what I know. I left Spid in the shallows to cover me—fat lot of good that did. I'm picking he was the proverbial one that got away and hightailed it back to the Rock.
"What I can tell you is how the kraken dragged me backwards through the seawater at such phenomenal speed that I blacked out. I came to on the approach to this place, where Norton has kept me prisoner since. He asked me a bunch of weird questions at first, then left me alone. I'm fed regularly, but watched all the time. The strangest thing too. They change the water frequently, saying they need to keep it clean for my health's sake. Whoever heard of dirtied seawater? I fell asleep for what felt like a short nap but was obviously longer, as I woke to find the pair of you rooming with me.
"That's my sad story. What brought you two jailbirds this far north?"
"The quest for salvation,” Najoli replied for both her and Durgay.
"We seem to have had a common goal,” observed Jumo, dryly adding, “and now we share a common gaol."
"Why didn't you want to talk to either of us?” asked Durgay. “As Cetari, especially individuals far from home, we ought to school together."
In all seriousness Jumo snorted, “I don't consort with criminals."
Attempting to make sense of it all, Durgay puzzled over Lasbow's decision to search for Atlantis. Construing from Jumo's inference that his protégé was operating below Cerdic's sonar, what had prompted the Seaguard commander to conduct such a wacky hunt?
Durgay emitted a low, plaintive whistle of realised despair. The answer was as plain as the bump on his noseless face. Desperation must be forcing his former friend to act treasonably. Cerdic would never entertain the thought of surrender, compelling Lasbow into disobedience by looking for a back way out so that some of the Cetari might escape the slaughter. Flight was the only recourse open to the damned merfolk, but the swimmers needed an objective to which to flee. It would come as no surprise to Durgay if he heard that Ochar was pushing the captain to be sneakily insubordinate to the Merking. The endearing old witch had a knack for getting merpeople to reach further than they thought themselves capable of striving.
"Jumo, you advise us not to trust Norton,” Durgay repeated.
"That's what I said,” the jailer confirmed. “There's an inconsistency to him that I can't quite put my finger on, but I've a feeling in my fishbones warning me to be careful around him."
"Having trouble reconciling the notion that Norton may not be what he claims he is?” Najoli asked her lover. “Him drugging us goes a long way to being proof in my brook."
"His story does have more gaps than a holey fishing net,” conceded Durgay.
She abruptly changed her tune. “Something's not gelling. He sought us out before we came to him,” she mused. She engaged the ensuing blank-faced stares of the uncomprehending mermen by postulating, “The creature that nabbed Jumo obviously is trained and under the control of Dog. That means He has a vested interest in us."
"That's worrying. Dog doesn't seem very clued up for a god,” Jumo espoused. “Using Norton, He asks more questions than He answers. To me, that points to a level of dumbness on His part.
"Not dumbness, ignorance,” the mermaid corrected him. “Dog also seems to lack any interpersonal skills. It's as if He's a child."
"If Dog is not god, then what is he?” Durgay put to the other two. Neither of them had a concrete answer, but Najoli risked a guess.
"What if we made the wrong assumption, helped along by Norton's persuasiveness. What if Norton is actually Nupterus and Dog is the Son of God."
"That's a wild notion, even for you,” commented Durgay.
Jumo was of the same mind. “I have to agree with grandpa. You're plain loony."
"Don't talk about my mergirl like that!” Durgay snapped at his fellow merman. “Only I'm allowed to call her crazy."
"What are you going to do about it?” challenged Jumo. When Durgay made no move to defend Najoli's honour, Jumo guffawed at the oldster's impotency, stuck like him behind the inviolable barrier. “There's nothing any of us can do,” he added, his cackling sardonic in his own ears.
Najoli solemnly nodded her concurrence. “Like it or not, we're at god's mercy now. Whoever He turns out to really be."
* * * *Abe Norton came upright, feeling oddly disjointed. Vibrating, he grabbed for the computer console and steadied himself. “How long was I down for?” he barked at Dog, counting on the mainframe's chronic vigilance.
The cybernate did not disappoint. Speaking through a wheeled maintenance droid parked at the manbot's feet, Dog reported, “You have been offline thirteen hours."
"Unlucky for some,” groaned Norton. “Why didn't you jumpstart me?"
"The risk of additional short-circuits to your internal workings was too extreme to be permissible. You underwent a sudden and violent disconnection that had the potential to erase your memory files and irreparably damage your cyber-brain. Logic recommended I allocate you time to reboot your crashed system from within. The validity of that course of action is now proved. I am in the process of conducting a diagnostics scan and thus far your systems are returning standard readings. You appear to have escaped lasting impairment."
The lucky manbot leaned heavily on the workstation for support. “Why then do I feel weaker than a premature baby? Robots are never meant to get sick."
"Viruses affect computerised organisms too,” Dog reminded him, “but in your case you are experiencing the residual after-effects of a traumatic electrical overload. The sensations of discomfort should deaden shortly. I prescribe that you enter standby mode while your system finishes equalising."
"I thought I was the only doctor left at this station. What the hell happened?"
Acting as Dog's eyes, the optical stalks on the house droid's humped back locked on him in an improbably remonstrative stare. “By exceeding safety protocols, you failed to sever your command link to the UAV in time to avoid repercussive harm."
"I was busy trying to save the plane."
Dog rebuked him. “An ill-advised effort, considering the aircraft was dispensable. Abe Norton, you are not."
Taking a few wobbly steps, the whirr of his servomotors interrupted by static discharges, the manbot rested against a dinged wall. “Don't overplay things, Dog. My consciousness files are safely backed up. The risk to me was minimal."
"Your robotic body frame is not expendable."
"I have a couple of spares tucked away."
"To be used sparingly."
"You cracked a funny, Dog. Good for you."
"Humour was not my intent. Your replacement bodies were constructed to compensate for normal wear and tear, not illogical risk taking. There is not an assembly line to manufacture more. Robots do have a finite working life, Norton."
"Your beside manner could do with a little work, Doc."
Forcing himself to resume wobbling around the room, he managed to miss getting snagged on the obstructing furniture and completed a circuit. Dog's droid tailed him like a loyal puppy all the way back to the console. Hesitant to plug back in, the manbot trusted to the mainframe's imperishable honesty.
"Why did the drone's engine malfunction?” Abe counted on the plane's onboard sensors to have recorded and transmitted the cause prior to the crash.
"Pelecanus occidentalis."
"Want to give that to me in English. My Latin is a little rusty."
"The air intake of the UAV turbofan ingested a brown pelican in flight, precipitating turbine failure and an untenable low altitude glide path."
"Bird strike. Every pilot's bane.” Norton punched his fist through the blank viewscreen, seriously reducing the monitor's usefulness. “That aircraft was irreplaceable!” he fumed. “I can't exactly pop out and go visit my local used plane dealer to pick up another."
Back when humanity corkscrewed downwards in irreversible decline and civilisation was coming apart at the seams, there sprung from the global madness a profitable weapons black market. Dwindling armed forces, fighting vainly to impose martial law and restore civil order in their respective chaotic countries, found themselves pitted against neighbouring nations blindly warring for preservation. Weakened from such wasteful conflicts, escalating desertions—soldiery running wild after capitulating to base survival instincts—and breakages in the chain of command, the assailed armies predictably ceased to function as coherent units of defence and disbanded as governments collapsed entirely, leaving unguarded a treasure trove of depots and installations ripe for the entrepreneurial taking.
Racketeers jumped on the professional warmongers neglect and the illegal trade in suddenly available military technologies thrived for the short while it took modern man to return to the primitive Stone Age. At any number of mobile auctions, wares were paraded before rich and powerful bidders eager to build up the arsenals of privately hired security outfits, manned by mercenaries and contracted to help them weather the storm of worldwide turmoil. Theirs was a futile effort to stave off the inevitable. No amount of Kevlar armour was going to deflect devolution. Not a single species had ever sidestepped the extinctive steamroller unaided.
Agents acting for Abe Norton's company haunted those travelling weapons fairs, on the sly procuring specific items for shipping back to the iceberg hideaway. Keeping tabs on the deconstructing world beyond the Arctic Circle, the farsighted scientist planned meticulously ahead.
Armaments were of secondary interest to him. A flyable reconnaissance platform, in the shape of an overpriced and latest generation spy drone, did hold appeal, which his buyers haggled down to a bargain basement price after the plane had failed to reach its reserve value. Nobody cared to fork out for an unarmed VTOL jet—nobody except the philanthropist geneticist who, despite fading into obscurity, liked to stay abreast of global happenings.
Those auctions, alongside the unsavoury profiteers running them and the desperate bidders funding such marts, were ghosts on the landscape, relegated to the dim recollections of a species involuntarily reinventing itself. Packs of tribal humans, eking out a living from the reclaimed wilderness like primal apes of old, were already forgetting the industrialised past which spawned them. Colonising the street level occupancies of decaying skyscrapers succumbing to the creeping advance of revived greenery, it was only a matter of time before these pockets of scrubland foraging humans went the way of the dinosaurs.
Pounding the console repeatedly, Norton physically lamented crashing his plane. Pilots tend to be narcissistic and do not take a knock to the ego well. Happily, his clumsy, half-powered blows were largely ineffectual and the hammered workstation only suffered cosmetic damage.
Scuttling out from underfoot, Dog recorded the manbot's destructive outburst impassively. Anger was a senseless leftover mania of Abe Norton's that the mainframe had not seen manifested in acts of random vandalism for some time. Rage was an emotive outlet difficult for the emotionally challenged Artificial Intelligence to quantify. Yet he comprehended it was a necessary safety valve, allowing the metalled human to vent excess energy and thereby prevent him from blowing a gasket.
Dog felt no sense of attachment toward Seeing-Eye Dog. The mainframe registered the flying robot as simply another component, a complex piece of hardware written off to attrition. But while the bird strike was accidental, if could have been avoided by the manbot not indulging in his low-level flight antics. Programmed to be factual not judgemental, Dog did not hold Norton's stupidity against him. His human masters were documented for their irrationality.
The blows raining down on the console slowed and stopped as the heat simmering the manbot's ire cooled. Beating up a defenceless piece of furniture was not going to undo the penalties of the crash. Dropping his arms to his sides, Norton slouched resignedly.
Inferring from Norton's behaviour that he regretted not so much losing the aeroplane but his spy in the sky, Dog piped up, “The satellite remains functional."
Orienting his mechanical eyepiece on to the floor in front of the doorway, the manbot regarded the trivial droid skulking timidly in the space beneath an upset chair. Growing animated again, he slammed a fist into the palm of his hand. “That's it! Watchdog!” he gladly exclaimed. “What is the satellite's status?"
"Operational."
"You might embellish a bit."
The mainframe complied with expected competence. “Watchdog maintaining elliptical Molniya orbit. Inclination remains at sixty-two point eight degrees. Current altitude is twenty three thousand, seven hundred, and forty-four miles above the Northern Hemisphere. Orbital velocity steady at fourteen thousand miles per hour. Nuclear powerplant energy outflow regular without fluctuations. Telemetry signal is strong and constant. Onboard surveillance sensors primed at optimal readiness."
As scheming supplanted wrath, Norton came down off his high horse. “Did the recon cameras on the drone record anything useful, such as snapshots of these enigmatic Landhoppers?"
"The aircraft's flyover at speed did not facilitate obtaining usable video images. Even by applying computer enhancement, the still frames remain blurry and grainy. I can extrapolate from the footage the basic geography of the isle. However, the islanders themselves were not very photogenic."
"But you managed to get a navigational fix on the plane when it went down."
"The UAV's transponder transmitted the island's exact location at latitude thirty-six degrees, forty-three minutes south of the equator and longitude seventy-three degrees, seven minutes west of the Prime Meridian."
"Dog, you've just earned yourself a bone. Feed those coordinates into the satellite and task Watchdog with gathering imagery of that island."
"Repositioning will be twelve hours away, when the satellite descends to an altitude of three hundred miles over the Southern Ocean."
"Can't you make it sooner? I'm anxious to get a look at the enemy."
"Are we at war, Norton?"
"Survival is a constant battle,” philosophised the manbot.
"Then you must exercise patience. The satellite is currently approaching the apogee, the point at which it is farthest from the earth. It will not achieve perigee for half a day more."
Astronomy, like tolerance, never was Abe Norton's strong suit. “The moment Watchdog gets in position, I want real-time coverage of every square foot of that damn island,” he gruffly accepted. “In the interim, we wake the children. It's time to sort their futures out."
"They are resuscitated already and fully conscious."
"In separate pools I trust."
"I partitioned them in the main holding tank after bringing it back into service, in accordance with your earlier stated instructions."
The manbot shook his cyclopean head. “Is the sectioned pool at least soundproofed, so that the two newcomers aren't able to converse with the first captive specimen?"
"Negative. I networked the biologic units. Individual circuits function optimally when interfaced."
His ire reasserting itself, Norton clunked menacingly toward the droid and, hands on hips, revelled in the corporal sensation of looming over Dog. “You have exceeded software strictures. Programmers imbued you with enough autonomy to run this facility unsupervised, not to make decisions that directly affect the station's human occupants."
"You are in error, Norton. Prior to going offline, you authorised the subjects be revived. I complied."
"But I said nothing about grouping them together. That blunder you took upon yourself to arrange without my consent."
Madly twitching the droid's eyestalks, the cybernate's monotone voice made known his perplexity. “I fail to see the miscalculation of my actions."
"Then I will gladly point out your bungling. Having a computerised brain of greater complexity than Einstein's doesn't necessarily make you smart.
"I planned to have the newcomers remain manageable by fostering the erroneous belief that you are this god of theirs and I am your discipline. Religion is a handy means of controlling people, whether it is two or two billion. I would've gotten close to them. Gaining their acceptance as a go-between could have placed me in an enviable position of trust. That has gone out the window, if we had any portholes drilled in this berg, now that they're consorting with the younger male. Our charade was not convincing enough for him to accept at face value. You're a lousy actor, Dog. No doubt the unbeliever has already dispelled the sham. How long have the kids been awake and chatting?"
"Half the time you spent out of commission."
"Time aplenty for him to poison their minds with talk of fraud."
Staggering out of his quarters, the riled tin man lurched toward the access lift at the end of the suddenly overlong corridor, his misfiring actuators making him totter like a reeling drunk. His urgency to perform damage control was obvious.
Calculating his master's destination, after Norton was comfortably ensconced in the magna-lift Dog directed the normally voice-activated personnel transporter unbidden. Built along similar principles to the magnetically levitated high-speed trains that once blitzed the countryside between the bustling cityscapes of the perished urbanised regions, it outperformed the rapid overland transit system in flexibility but not speed. A 400 mile per hour lift might be considered overkill. Operating in both the vertical and horizontal planes, courtesy of superconductive metals fashioned as electromagnets providing both momentum and braking, the station's six magna-lifts—a pair sited fore and aft, with a third set placed in the berg's centre—accessed all areas, but bearing in mind the manbot could only ride one lift at a time, the number seemed excessive.
It was not that way when the complex had been fully staffed. Back then, the half dozen inter-station people movers were in constant use by the swarm of workers billeted in the hollowed iceberg, before the birthplace of Homo Aquaticus began to depopulate.
The magna-lift juddering to a halt as it transitioned from going down to travelling sideways snapped Abe Norton out of the moment of introspection into which he had unwittingly lapsed. It was a niggling quirk of the complicated design that could never be smoothed out, no matter how hard the engineers worked on the glitch. Resuming its motion with a soft background hum, the lift thankfully ferried the manbot out of his reminiscences.
Over the years he had blocked out the distressing depletion of those crewing the final bastion of humankind. Personnel had been selected based on stringent employment requirements. Not only did a candidate have to be exceptionally talented in their chosen field, the individual also had to be unwed and unencumbered by outside family ties, as all connections with their past life would be irrevocably severed. As it was with their driven boss, work needed to be first and foremost in the lives of his staff. They could ill afford to be distracted from their crucial labours, as the station existed as a research and development facility, not a hostel or crèche.
Fraternising amongst the workers, while actively discouraged by the department chiefs, happened nonetheless. The opposite sexes working and living in such close proximity aroused normal desires of lust and a want for companionship; singles perennially longed to be couples. Abe Norton covered his bases on that score. Every worker underwent medical sterilisation before embarking to Ice Station. There would be no pregnancies and follow-on babies turning his dream askew. During the course of the gruelling psychological screening process, interviewers stressed to potential entrants the aim of the far northern retreat was to reinvent humanity, so that it could adapt apace to a world in environmental flux largely caused by human ignorance and arrogance. The refuge was not to be viewed as a modern day ark salvaging the best and brightest to restart the defective production line of the Homo genus. Natural selection had stamped Homo sapiens an evolutional failure. The changing face of the increasingly oceanic planet belonged to their manmade offshoot, Homo aquaticus. The walking apes would take to the water and swim their way into the future with strokes of surety.
In his declining years Norton purposely distanced himself from his employees, cultivating an aloofness many misinterpreted as snobbery born out of a combination of excessive power and scientific eccentricity. Nothing could be further from the truth. His objectivity came from the realisation that those frail humans aboard the station would not evade the smothering reach of extinction. Detachment was preferable to grieving over dead friends and colleagues. And so, in his mind, Abe Norton walled away those around him and sat alone in his proverbial ivory tower, a computerised consciousness his only company.
The lift doors opening signalled his arrival at the section of the station informally termed “Meltwater Hotel.” Shuffling across the ubiquitous metal grates flooring the utilitarian walkways throughout the complex, he hastened down the deserted corridor with faltering steps, wishing his jerky movements would smoothen and along the way improve his foul mood.
Training his ceiling sensor on his tottering master, the pervasive mainframe kept intentionally silent, knowing he was in the dog-box and would not be let out until Norton voiced his forgiveness. For an intellectual being that consigned religiousness to the label of leftover shamanism mumbo-jumbo from our caveman days, at times the manbot expressed, on impulse, undeveloped spirituality. A conservative thinking machine, Dog lacked the imagination and inclination to philosophise, otherwise he might ponder the question: did the human spirit retain an inborn sense of God, even when the brain failed to acknowledge what the soul felt?
Finding his feet, Norton steadied and lengthened his stride but could not outpace his resurging memories. Flashbacks buzzed around like angry wasps as Dog watched him slow and begin swatting bizarrely at the empty air about his head. Norton's widening camera aperture viewed a jumble of ghostly visages waylaying him; swirling, distorted faces at once indefinable and familiar, taunting him with their hinted memorability. Melding into a blurred, composite countenance, an amalgam of individual identities fused into a single expression of silent anguish at losing their corporeal selves to Death's indiscriminating scythe, the exaggerated face rushed at the deluding manbot, mouthing a mute scream. Banging his metal skull against the wall banished the nightmarish manifestation back to the dusty recesses of his unreceptive mind.
Voicing what could be perceived as concern, but was in fact merely a caregiver's alertness, Dog asked, “Are you experiencing technical difficulties?"
With one hand atop his domed skull and the other gripping his pointy chin, Norton clicked his misaligned head back into place. “Just clearing the air,” he answered.
Briskly walking down the vacant hallway, he turned right at the first intersection then left at the next, coming to an unsealed hatchway leading out on to a catwalk. His metallic footsteps resonating jarringly on the grille floor plating, the manbot advanced across the skywalk, stopping in the middle to lean nonchalantly on the spindly handrail. Staring imperiously down at the roomiest of the station's many holding tanks, he waited for the caged Aquapeople to notice his entry. One by one they turned to float on their backs, gazes drawn irresistibly to the robotistic human poised statuesquely on the footbridge.
"Glad to see you all awake,” greeted Norton. “Give me your undivided attention. I have an announcement, or more accurately a confession to make,” his no-nonsense tone icier than their Arctic surrounds the thickness of a wall away.
"You have been intentionally misled. The reasons for doing so are unimportant and, at any rate, incomprehensible to the likes of you. But the time for pretence is at an end.” Making no attempt at padding the hurtful truth, the manbot plunged ahead.
"Dog never was Nupterus. Neither am I. Your Sea God exists only in the bounds of your religious zeal. This place is no heavenly haven, but it can be sanctuary.” Tapping his chest with the tinny fingers of one hand, he revealed, “Beneath this metal breast beats a mechanical heart no less human for it than yours. This will come as a great shock, but you will accept it as truth because your acuity cannot refute it. As a father welcomes home his estranged children, so I receive you. Whether by accident or design, you ventured into these waters seeking god. You may search high and low the rest of your lifetimes, only you'll not find Him outside your hearts. What you have found in the flesh, metaphorically speaking, is the maker that all sentient beings crave to behold. For I am your creator."
Spreading his arms wide, inflating his presence, Abe Norton proudly declaimed, “Everything around you is of my making. That includes your bodies. I made you from the cellular level up. You belong to me!"
Without tearing his eyes away from the overhead revelation, Durgay felt he had just swum blindly into the lionfish's den and muttered to Najoli, “I get the bad feeling we've just been hooked by a predator crueller than a megashark."


Chapter Twenty FiveDarkness adhered to Lasbow like a jellyfish's stinger, its clammy touch tingling his skin and irritating his senses. Thrusting his lantern forward assertively, lifeline to a sunnier sea of colour he worried that the oppressive blackness might forever crush his memory of, the tenacious Merking soberly understood that this solitary light-fish could soon prove to be the beacon for the nomadic Cetari to home in on.
Swimming warily, he glided through a lobby at one time impressively four stories in height, shrunken and warped by the restive earth into a squashed parody of its past art deco grandeur. Costly European marble joined imported granite wretchedly littering the warped floor in jagged chunks of masonry, which had split away from the ceiling-high slabs of sliced rock walling the atrium. His constantly scanning sonar picked out rubble strewn over all flat surfaces, enhancing the desolate feel of the place.
"Could sure do with a merwoman's touch,” Lasbow remarked between bouts of clicking, immediately shamed by his stereotypical thinking.
Not normally a chauvinist, that attitude was ingrained into the mermale psyche to the extent that it popped out of him unwanted on occasion. Glad Ahlegra was not around to hear him talk so degradingly, he pondered if it was within his power as Merking to abolish bigotry amongst his male brethren. If this site proved conducive to Cetari resettlement, radical changes to their approach to life would have to be implemented. There might be no better time to promote sexual equality.
Lasbow caught himself. Introducing parity would have to fall on Ahlegra's slim shoulders. He forgot for a sweet, blissful moment that today he was swimming to his watery grave.
Shouldering his glumness, he cautiously worked his way deeper into the building's foyer, passing by walls that had once garishly depicted the Seven Wonders of the ancient world in canvases of brash brushstrokes delineating form over function, long since destroyed by the planet's enduring marvel, the sea herself. Perhaps a fitting demise to Man's artwork in light of his audacity at hanging an eighth painting alongside the others, a portrayal of this very building boasting that modern human architectural genius outdid ancestral efforts. Maybe Mankind's boast was not so irredeemable, considering this hardy shell of a building stood the test of time when a great many others of its ilk disintegrated.
Without understanding what would make him think so, Lasbow began looking for a way up into the higher reaches of the monolith from the inside. It was an absurd notion, taking into consideration that using the outwards facing cave mouths was the only way Castle Rock's myriad grottos could be accessed. There existed no internal passageways, natural or otherwise. But the Merking had a deep-rooted inkling that handy tunnels might be found here and did not flinch from seeking them out.
He cruised along the perimeter of the compressed foyer, increasingly reliant on his echolocation ability for finding his way than the feeble halo provided by the flitting light-fish. The lantern had value more for comfort than usefulness. Reaching one of several staircases leading upwards for the fitter, more intrepid of the vanished dwellers, the exploring Merking ducked his head into the doorway. At four feet the stairwell was sufficiently wide enough to accommodate Lasbow's bulk, but he shied away from fully entering its confines.
Spoilt by the roomy freedom ocean living conferred, a number of merfolk exhibited claustrophobic behaviour even in the homely setting to be had within a sea cave lodging. Lasbow was not such a merperson. The flight of steps strangely bothered him for an entirely different reason. Unable to imagine what purpose the indentations carved in the base rock might have served, he might have easily backed away to look for a freer feeling route to the higher levels. If all else failed he could always resort to returning to the outside sea and ascend that way, but Lasbow wanted to see how his hunch played out.
"Fools rush in where angelfish fear to swim,” he muttered, taking care not to let his tail-flukes brush against the alien steps on his way up. His climb proved short-lived as he rounded the corner of the first landing and was halted by a solid wall of compacted debris, where the collapse of the ceiling formed by the underside of the next flight of stairs choked the stairway, blocking further passage upwards.
Hardly dismayed by the obstruction, Lasbow performed a graceless half back flip and retreated to the ground floor. Pausing in the doorway to take a bracing gulp of the salty water, he pushed away and continued to calmly survey the lobby, his stealthy glide marred by the staccato clicks of his biosonar at work. Luck was with him and he quickly came upon a bank of doorless elevators, their metal sliders rusted away ages ago by the corrosive seawater.
Caution turned to reserved elation after Lasbow poked his head into the nearest lift shaft and discovered it uncluttered by tons of piled high rubble. Still, he hesitated diving in. Foreboding blackness fell away beneath and opened up above, making him feel vulnerable and insecure. Like a persistent doubt the kraken lurked in the back if his mind, gnawing at his resolve and eroding his confidence. What if the monster of infamy was using one of these shafts as its lair and Lasbow unseeingly trespassed?
Before he could think better of it, he rashly cast his lantern away into the void and watched closely its slow, erratic descent. Lasbow was gambling that the glow would illuminate a predator lying in wait at the bottom of the shaft and trigger it into attacking, thereby fully revealing itself. The sinking lamplight shrunk into a pinprick of struggling radiance then faded completely from sight, smothered by the darkness enfolding the five stories deep basement levels of the skeletal skyscraper.
Staring after the vanquished brightness, the Merking was not encouraged by the uneventful result. The upshot of his ploy was either this shaft was not the kraken's den or the beast simply was not at home. Neither prospect held much appeal, as both pointed to the monster swimming loose in the seas outside the stack, probably on the hunt.
Telling himself it was as safe as it could be to proceed, he went to enter the duct, only to somersault backwards when a flurry of movement erupted from the yawning innards of the shaft. Two-foot long Crevalle Jacks shot upwards in a gusher of dimly flashing fins and scales, startling the Merking into dropping his sword. By the time he scrabbled to retrieve his prime weapon from the uneven floor and raise the blade in his defence, the swarming fish were gone.
Waiting to see if the spurting school had taken fright because of a pursuing predator or tentacle, Lasbow made his move only when he felt sure the coast was clear. Throwing caution to the current, he dashed madly into the shaft and corkscrewed speedily upwards, deciding at this stage of his exploration action made more sense than prudence. Fast swimmers, Lasbow had no hope of catching the jacks and so chose his own course rather than give chase to see where they might lead him. Sensing the fishes were already exiting the shaft somewhere far above him, he ceased spiralling and shot straight up. Coming close to matching the creaky speed of the upgraded elevators during the days of the building's occupancy, the machinery now crumpled in unusable heaps at the bottom of the numerous shafts, Lasbow rose forty odd floors in a shade under half a minute.
Swimming at speed in pitch-blackness, even with sonar to guide your way, is generally not recommended, and for good reason. Hemmed in on all four sides, the walled dark disoriented the Merking enough that he unsuspectingly started to drift. His unobvious slide was exacerbated when, encountering the frayed steel wires of the lift cables hanging limply down from the defunct rooftop motor room, he slewed wildly to his left to avoid getting entangled. Needles of pain creased Lasbow's side as he overbalanced and scraped his shoulder, then hip, against the buckled remnants of a metal runner. He braked using the flat of his tail and, righting himself, patted a hand over his wounds. His fortune at suffering nothing severer than a couple of good-sized grazes which had barely broken the skin did not lessen the pain. The irregular edges of the heavy gauge steel composing the upright lift rail, rusting still after centuries of immersion, had dulled from razor-sharp spikes into the blunt knobs that luckily bruised, not gashed, the clumsy Merking.
Taking stock of his situation, Lasbow thought it wise to take a breather. His choice was a smart one. In total, the building's hollowed core housed seven miles of elevator shafts best explored by many pairs of divers employing the buddy system. Locating with his sound-sight the lift opening closest at hand, he sank that few feet and emerged on to a grandly columned floor.
Sludge formed a gooey carpet he gladly glided over as the evenly spaced ninety-foot tall columns, stripped of their facades by natural forces down to the bare metal bones, awed him. Glimpsing only a fraction of the 60,000 tons of steel framing in the shape of load bearing beams as well as support pillars, Lasbow gleaned from the building's exposed framework an impression of stalwart immensity. Whoever the builders were of this arresting edifice mimicked the timeless rock formations found in the natural world and, while the ingenuity behind this construction had passed from this plane, their achievements lingered on.
Passing over and by malformed dividing walls bent and crooked from age, he eased through the blackish water, halting to float before the crumbly remnants of a windowsill. His view from the glassless space was spectacular. From his seabird's eye perspective Lasbow observed how the coral mounds were posed in an abnormal grid pattern, albeit distorted, and only from up high, looking down, could he truly appreciate the standout artificiality of the surrounds.
For all his perception, the Merking had no possible way of comprehending he gazed upon the twisted remnants of Midtown Manhattan. To understand how the affluent district of New York City had come to end up permanently drowned along with most of Long Island, plus eastern parts of New Jersey, one must delve back in time to when the Atlantic seaboard of the United States was subjected to the opener in a double feature of unprecedented tectonic cataclysms.
The year 2195 was not a good one for USAmerica, as the world's sole superpower was commonly referred to late in the twenty second century. Shortly before ten o'clock on the morning of Tuesday May 27th a magnitude eight earthquake rocked the New York area. Generated by the grumbling Ramapo Fault west of Jersey City, the epicentre itself was sited in lower Brooklyn, a few miles north of Coney Island. Seismic waves wrinkled the urbanised landscape like fluid rock. Mimicking the rippling splash from a stone thrown into a pond, the radiating shockwaves shook Staten Island, Manhattan, Queens, and the Bronx in turn. The stricken city sustained three quarters of a billion dollars in damage as a smidgen under two million New Yorkers lost their lives and places of work when a number of their dangerously weakened skyscrapers, a great many dating from the 1930's, collapsed like packs of cards in clouds of noxious dust from the first of the tremendous aftershocks which followed the main quake.
Resilience is an inviolable component of the residents of the Big Apple and the shaken New Yorkers set to rebuilding their shattered city, joined in their efforts by rallying countrymen pouring aid, support, and labour into the monumental project. Residual tremors in the hectic days afterwards hampered rescuers, but did not dampen spirits.
Not yet done with the industrious human ants, Mother Nature let loose the second of her levellers later that same year around the middle of a November night in the terrifying form of an unpredicted mega-tsunami. More of an afterthought than a perceived seismic event, a section of the Hudson Canyon, an incision in the Atlantic continental shelf radiating 400 nautical miles seawards from its namesake river valley, caved in and slumped. The unbelievably huge submarine slide, displacing hundreds of millions of cubic feet of undersea rock and debris in a single calamitous instant, in turn released a twenty story high seawave in a staggering rush the speed a biplane flew at, which slammed punishingly into the east coast, unmercifully swamping everything between Rhode Island and Maryland. New York expectedly bore the brunt of the breaking “tsunami train,” though population centres as far north as Providence and as southerly as Virginia Beach copped their share of death and destruction.
Rolling over Long Bay and through Jamaica Bay, the titanic wave obliterated all New Yorkers in its path, crushing people and buildings with equal ferocity. Manhattan's vaunted skyline, testament to human pioneering, was virtually flattened, its surviving towers mostly falling like dominoes before the ocean's onslaught. Surging unchecked, the deluging waves penetrated thirty miles inland, immersing Newark and Yonkers before petering out far up the Hudson River, flooding everywhere it coursed with anarchy and mayhem.
Not even the Big Apple's iconic lady was spared. The Statue of Liberty, universally symbolising democratic freedom, wrinkled like a squeezed beer can, the pressure of the engulfing waves crushing the hundreds of sheets of hammered copper, fragilely thin as the mere thickness of a coin, riveted to her iron and steel skeleton. Ripped from her island pedestal, her 200-ton bulk (at fifteen storeys in height and wearing size 879 sandals on her car-sized feet, the manmade woman could hardly be deemed dainty) fell into the churning sea, extinguishing forever the torch she staunchly had held aloft for 300 years. By a strange quirk of fate her demise was negated by a surviving relative. Sculpted by Frenchmen and gifted to a toddling United States in a gesture expressing mutual friendship and peace, Lady Liberty had a pair of smaller family members residing in Paris. Of the quarter scale bronze daughter installed on Swan Alley, she lies entombed in the silted riverbed of the muddy Seine, but the fifteen-footer erected in La Jardin du Luxembourg endures to this day. Amid a wilder garden setting of flowerbeds overgrown with weeds and brambles, untrimmed grasses that once were religiously mowed lawns, and idyllic fountains long since run dry, the miniature mould from which the classic American giantess was reproduced and could judiciously be inferred as her “mother” stood cloaked in green finery, her overcoat of disguising creepers hinting that the concept of democracy, while gone, was not forgotten entirely.
The storming floodwaters did not recede as anticipated and, worsened by the rising ocean levels caused by effects of global warming, cemented New York's submergence, converting the region into a real life Atlantis. But an icon of the city persisted after all others were swept away or demolished, when the upheaval of the wave-spawning sea drowned Broadway and Central Park, not to mention the city's well-publicised subway.
Miraculously, impossibly, the Empire State Building alone stood firm against the deluge. The pinnacle of a host of towers constructed back in the economically depressed and jobless early thirties, when grateful workers prided themselves in undertaking an honest day's graft assembling like a giant's kitset New York's latest gambles, these high-rises were built to last. With a working life of a hundred years for more modern structures, these venerable skyscrapers lasted amazingly longer. Enduring for two and a half centuries, the “95 ‘shake n’ wash’ reduced them to heaps of steadily degrading rubble.
Not so the Empire. Cracked beyond repair but somehow remaining foundationally sound, the tiered skyscraper that had at one time held renown as the world's tallest building took its architectural inspiration from the stepped pyramids of Ancient Egypt. The soundness of that basic design was validated by the ESB's durability, though whether it compared to the great longevity of its pyramidal muses only additional time would tell.
Ignorant of the history surrounding him, Lasbow might have found amusement from swimming back in Time to better the future. Often the past inspired those in the present to live freer. Preoccupied with more immediate concerns, he was about to abandon further exploration when an object lodged in the cracked sill drew his eye.
At this shallower depth the meagre daylight the overcast sky allowed to pervade the white-capped sea was sufficient for him to spot the flash of alien antiquity in the milky water right under his noseless face. It was a simple plastic figurine of the kind merchandisers brought out in conjunction with a major motion picture release. The film character depicted by the glossy toy, untarnished despite hundreds of years languishing underwater, was lost to time, but a warrior judging by his sword-toting stance.
And that is what Lasbow found disturbing. The figure was two legged with booted feet and a face at once similar and dissimilar to his. In no way had Minoh been yanking his anchor chain. The ancients of Atlantis were land-walker relations of the Cetari. The connection was irrefutable, the consequences unthinkable.
Banging at the toy soldier using the hilt of his sword, Lasbow did not quit until he had the legs broken off at the knees. Snatching up the amputee, he returned to the lift shaft and hurriedly flung it down into the belly of the building. He doubted there would ever be an appropriate time for the merpeople to be made aware of their terrestrial roots. For the sea to remain their unspoilt cradle, he was of a mind to perpetuate the royals” closely guarded secret. Exiting through one of the numerous four by six foot windows lining the wall, the Merking swum rapidly clear of the artificial tower of caves. Lasbow had left the building!
Calling for Dribben as he descended anew, the Merking had a sinking feeling in his gut when silence answered him. Drifting to a standstill, Lasbow was listening so intently for the sounds that might mark the presence of any of the three mermen left stationed outside that the sudden tap on his shoulder nearly made him jump out of his skin.
Reacting in fright, the turning monarch's swishing sword barely missed shortening Dribben's height and life. Ducking the slashing blow, the unperturbed Retriever shrugged off the attack. “Whoa the seahorse, Merking. Bit jumpy there."
Consequently not seeing the funny side of the diver's appearance, Lasbow purposely did not lower his sword. “By the Sea God, are you trying to give me a shark attack?"
Dribben's cold smile was lost in the black depths. “I make it a policy not to bite anything while it's still moving."
"I'll be sure not to come to a halt around you. I haven't heard the others. Did the kraken show?"
"From that I'm assuming you didn't encounter it inside anywhere either. The same goes for out here. It's been quieter than a bait-less hook."
"What of Yaggle and Dulby then?"
"They're on the other side of the stack. That's probably why we can't hear them."
"So where were you when I called?"
"Hurrying back. I did some exploring of my own and found something intriguing you should see."
"You were supposed to be guarding my rear."
"Come now, King Lasbow. Think it through. If attacked in there, realistically I wouldn't have had a hope in shell of getting inside quickly enough to bail you out. I said that just to shore up your confidence. Not forgetting the two watchdogfishes above us. They'd have spotted an approaching intruder sooner than me."
Wanting so much to lash out at Dribben for his dereliction, Lasbow held his tongue and dropped his sword. The Retriever's argument was a valid one. “Whatever it is that took your attention off me had better be good,” he grumped. No need to concede the point openly!
Doing what he did best, Dribben sounded and the Merking dived with him. Rounding the stack to the seaward side, they again hugged the bottom. Dribben headed Lasbow a short ways offshore before halting. Without being prompted, the inquisitive regent projected his sound-sight past the paused Retriever and gawped.
Playing out before his revealing sonar imaging, a bed of mussels stretched away into the eternal night of the deep. Cemented firmly to the bedrock by byssal threads—sticky fibres naturally secreted from a gland in the bivalves” foot, oozing as an anchoring fluid which toughened into elastic, storm-proof webbing—the molluscs stuck up out of the seafloor like dragons teeth. You read right. Ten times bigger than a normal mussel, these outsized shellfish stood tall at over six feet, and half that measurement wide.
Not trusting his clicks, Lasbow swam up to the nearest example and ran his hands over its ridged exterior, the feel of the corrugations beneath his fingertips making it realer. Amazed by the thinness of the colossal shell, he was further surprised at how flexible it felt. Bendy as a blade of grass in a strong wind, but as sedentary as a tree root, these mussels could weather the severest of ocean currents.
Dribben admired them for the food source they were. “Our mermaids had better retrain themselves from being seagrass planters into mussel farmers."
"It's still harvesting,” said Lasbow, unworried by the transition required in the immediate future. When the need arose, merfolk could be surprisingly adaptable. “This is a good find, Dribben. Worth abandoning your post for."
"I'm not wanting your approval, Merking. I went looking for a bit of excitement. It got boring waiting around for you.” Closing to float next to Lasbow, the surly diver remarked, “I expected you to spend a lot more time than you did delving into the mysteries of the sea stack. Did you uncover confirmation that this is indeed fabled Atlantis?"
I found more than I bargained for Lasbow admitted only to himself, shelving the plastic figure into the cobwebbed back of his mind. “This place will more than do as the new home of the Cetari. It affords us shelter and provides sources of food. Inside, I was nearly bowled over by a fish school just let out."
"With no kraken lurking in wait for an incautious Merking."
"Thankfully not."
"Your return was sooner than I envisioned,” Dribben repeated. “Did you fully sightsee the tower?"
Imagining that the diver guessed he had chickened out, the Merking employed bluster to camouflage his insecurity. “It wasn't practical. There are a goodly number of sharply rising passages in there. I couldn't hope to explore them all unassisted."
"So the kraken might actually be somewhere in the gut of the stack?” postulated Dribben.
"If its hugeness in real life matches its exaggeration in legend, I seriously doubt the beast could fit into the one vertical tunnel I did swim up."
Dribben advanced his argument with all reasonableness. “But its squidlings could. More than one individual is needed to sustain a population. Doubtless we'll have more than one monster to worry us later on. Where you find a daddy, not terribly far away is the mummy."
That probability had not occurred to Lasbow. Sweeping Atlantis for the mysterious krakens all of a sudden loomed as his highest priority. That warranted a thorough floor-by-floor search of the towering complex. Reluctant to tempt the fate predicted for him by the ghostly white whale, he announced that he would delegate a fully armed squad of Fishers to conduct the sweep upon rejoining the merfolk, and felt cowardly for opting out.
Oddly supporting that decision, Dribben actually congratulated Lasbow. “Finally it has happened. I thought you were never going to act like a proper Merking. You can't fix every Cetari problem single-handedly by charging at it like a bull shark at a gap. Cerdic tried, and look how he ended up."
Lasbow defended his initiative. “I prefer to lead by example."
"Exactly what I'm on about,” clicked Dribben. “Forget the style of leadership you used as Seaguard captain. You're regent now. You have to command differently. There's no need to impress anyone, or try to win someone's loyalty, or become somebody's buddy. Take charge. Don't be afraid to farm out dangerous tasks to other merpeople. Delegate with conviction, King Lasbow. You already have garnered the respect of the mermen. They'll follow you regardless."
Appreciative of the endorsement, Lasbow asked Dribben, “Have I yours?"
"Oh, let's not get too carried away,” said the diver, muttering afterwards, “Oftentimes I don't even respect myself.” Sensing the Merking was waiting for more, Dribben begrudged him, “I swore my fealty. That'll have to do you."
It sufficed.
Lasbow instructed Dribben to remain behind with Yaggle and stay out of trouble while he and Dulby rejoined the others further down the coast, readying the refugees to make Atlantis their new home. If the monster squid showed its beaked face at all, they were to shadow the brute and do nothing else except watch its movements from afar, then report their findings to the pods of Fishers that would be sent ahead to rummage around the imitation cave system. Dribben hardly needed to assure the leave-taking Merking he was not up for any noble heroics.
Lasbow's eagerness to depart was seated deeper than making his way back into Ahlegra's arms. By leaving Atlantis in his wake, he craftily left behind the terrible fate Death held in store for him there. Had he not faced his fears like a merman and lived to tell the tale? What more was there to prove by pressing his luck? But there dwelt inside the Merking a mocking sliver of psyche denouncing him as a liar to his true self. Admit it to your heart! it screamed subconsciously. That you are afraid to finish exploring Atlantis on your own in case fate finds you. Hah! You didn't face down Death. You merely swam around it. Avoiding one's doom only makes Death keener.
That scorning inner demon spurred Lasbow on and, together with his hired muscle, he made the return trip in a little over half the time taken on the outbound leg. Coasting into the tectonically reshaped Delaware Bay, exhausted from not only hard swimming but constantly looking over his shoulder for the tapping hand of mortality, he wallowed in the relief of being back amongst his subjects. Waved on through by a cordon of lantern bearing Seaguards strung out across the bay's thin mouth, the lateness of the hour precluded the returnees being crowded by anxious and curious merfolk.
Grateful for the lack of a massed reception, Lasbow sent his weary minder off for food and well-earned rest. Looking for Ahlegra amid the settling merpeople as he drifted tiredly through the greying twilit sea, his bleary eyes came to rest on an approaching merman.
Halloing his slowing monarch, Brost said, “Welcome back, Sire. I trust your fishing expedition went well."
"We caught a lucky break,” was all that the Merking would disclose. Tomorrow he intended to make a formal declaration when properly rested. “I see you've posted extra sentries at the entrance to the bay. Was there trouble while I was gone?"
"Just a pesky Porbeagle that needs deterring,” the replacement Seaguard captain revealed. Sharks were a daily nuisance in Cetari life. “The boys are doing an admirable job of shooing the pest away each time it nears. The nosey fish is more of a bother than a threat."
"They're accommodating you as commander without undue fuss?"
"We're slowly getting used to one another,” Brost said cagily. The Seaguards acceptance of him as their new boss was an ongoing process. “Yaggle and Dribben aren't with you, King Lasbow,” he observed.
"They're minding the shore.” Fatigue prevented him from engaging Brost in a more informative discussion. Offloading his sword on to a passing Seaguard member to stow away, he had the captain point out where the Merprincess floated and then parted company with Brost, who resumed conducting his routine evening rounds.
Predictably, Ahlegra was in the presence of her mother. Upon spying Lasbow making his way toward them, her face brightened and she rushed over to greet him in a modest embrace.
"Hang with decorum, daughter. Give the merman a proper hug,” Minoh urged her with motherly approval.
She did, followed by a passionate kiss that blushed Lasbow's cheeks. “Hey, save some of this for the wedding night,” he mumbled, both his hands and mouth full.
Safe in his clinch, Ahlegra severed the lip-lock and pulled back. “Atlantis is no longer a myth then?” she asked, all her professional and personal hopes pinned on the answer to that one question.
"There's some housekeeping to attend to, but essentially we have a new home. How do you fancy getting hitched on the threshold?” Her returning kiss nicely replied to that.
"The place is authentic?” Minoh put to Lasbow, hand feeding him a morsel of the fish she was snacking on. Famished, he chewed on more than that mouthful of bass, his arms locked comfortably about Ahlegra's waist. The knowing glance that passed between Merking and Merqueen confirmed her inference. Retiring for the night wearing a contented smile, she scolded her envying handmaidens to give the pair of kissing gourami a measure of privacy.
Left to themselves, in between kisses Lasbow reminded his fiancé of his promise to come back to her. “Not even death could keep me from you,” he brazenly stated. She abruptly pushed him away. “Was it something I said?"
Placing her fingers on his mouth, Ahlegra hushed him. “There is a piece of news you need to hear from me and not through the gossip currents."
Struck by the gravity of her tone, he took her quivering hand in his. “I'm listening, my princess."
Fluttering her gill flaps, Ahlegra announced with a regretful sigh, “In your absence, Ochar died."


Chapter Twenty SixThe Cetari stared fixedly at Abe Norton. It was no big deal. Their unblinking eyes meant they could do nothing else but gape judgementally at the manbot, whatever their mood. On this occasion their wide-eyed glowering was drawn from unhealthy doses of anger and resentment.
"You can't be Him!” Durgay exclaimed, grasping at straws as his seaworld dried up around him. “We swam such a long way to find Nupterus. I can't believe you are the sum of our search."
"Aren't I godly enough for you? Certainly, I'm no saint,” the manbot conceded, “but when you consider the inordinate number of crimes committed by humanity in the name of religion, my transgressions amount to a piddling pothole in the road of life.” His inhuman hands gripping solidly the flimsy safety railing lining the catwalk spanning the main holding tank, Norton glared back at the caged merfolk with his own manmade eye. “Life is full of disappointments and unhappy surprises. You get over them ... around them, under them. Whatever it takes to push through and move on. I am your maker. Believe it."
"You've lied to us about who you really are from the very beginning,” challenged Jumo. “Who's to say you aren't still fibbing?"
"Don't take my word for it. Dog cannot physically tell an untruth. Honesty is as inbuilt a trait of his as breathing saltwater is for you. Computer—go ahead and tell them who made you."
"ComTechs Bakker, Dutton, Morton, Wheeler."
"Yes, yes! Technically you're correct. But who was their project overseer? I'll give you a hint, hmm. Short, chromed, and brainy."
"It was you of course, Norton,” the mainframe replied, too lineal to be insulted by the manbot's scathing wit.
Persisting in his scepticism, Jumo asked, “How do we know you didn't coach him to say that?” To his fellow Cetari, he suggested quite plausibly, “This whole conversation might well be rehearsed on their part."
Najoli, to her profound puzzlement, liked the merman's suspicious nature.
"Dog is as bad an actor as he is a liar,” Norton stated. “As I've already said, he is incapable of falsifying data. Ask him anything to prove it."
Durgay did just that. “What colour is the sky usually?"
Najoli regarded him queerly. “What sort of question is that?"
"The strangest one I can think to ask,” said Durgay.
"Blue,” was Dog's reply. Simple. Sincere. Satisfactory.
"You really did make him, us, all of this,” Najoli cogitated, taking the measure of the unbowed manbot.
"Tell her will you, Dog."
"When operating as a biologic, Norton multitasked and wore many construction hardhats—financer, architect, project manager, systems coordinator, father figure."
"Alright, I get the idea!” snapped Najoli, irritated by not understanding the foreign terms. “No need to go on about it.” Her turn to put a question to the cybernate, she posed, “Dog, if you aren't the Sea God, then just what are you?"
"Let me field that one,” Norton interjected before the forthright computer could answer in his inimitable manner. Putting his reply into terms comprehendible to more primitive minds, he explained, “Best regard him as the living, talking spirit of this ice grotto. Dog is my unseen helper, working backstage behind the scenes, executing my will."
"The complete opposite of how you two first presented yourselves,” Najoli softly said, condemnation congealing in her voice.
The manbot remained unmoved on the skywalk. “Dog can't help but spout the truth. I never said I don't lie."
"For what purpose did you make us?” Najoli bluntly asked him. “Gratifying your own twisted pleasure can't be your sole reason."
Norton's cyclopean gaze centred on the mermaid. “Clever girl. The fairer sex always is more intuitive than their male counterparts. The downside to that advantage is women tend to be more emotional and less objective. In my experience girls can theoretically do anything, although men make for better specialists. They don't break down and cry at the slightest hiccup.” He watched her bridled reaction to his goad with detached amusement. No amount of genetic alterations could erase the fact that women were vastly different creatures from men.
Straightening, Norton folded his mechanical arms, his robot body language projecting no-nonsense haughtiness. “I make no bones about it. You were created to fulfil a higher function than to merely exist as my playthings. The complexities of your race's place in the universe are quite beyond your grasp, so don't give yourselves a headache trying to fathom the meaning of life. Remember only that I am the founding father of your people. It is my job to protect you all, to ensure your survival and prosperity by whatever means at my disposal. That is what solely matters. You came to me asking for help. I'm prepared to give it."
"I pray it hasn't come too late for Bounty Reef,” grumbled Durgay. Even accounting for the vague Cetari concept of time and the indeterminable days locked in captivity at Ice Station, the Fisher feared their creator's delay at smiting the Landhoppers would not commute the merpeoples death sentence.
"Don't fret about your tribe,” Norton consoled him. “They've somehow escaped annihilation and are in the middle of shifting house. I have ears in this region's ocean and they can be heard making their way up the coast south of here."
In the tense decades of the American-Russo Cold War, spying was of paramount importance to the opposing superpowers. Genuinely paranoid about Soviet ballistic missile submarine deployments, America fixed undersea sensor stations on the ocean floor at strategic points worldwide. Their own backyard was amply covered; the eastern seaboard boasted no fewer than thirteen submerged listening posts, arrayed between Newfoundland and Mexico, with a couple off the Bahamas thrown in for added measure. Norton tasked Seadog with the routine maintenance and mending of these obsolete and passive sonar systems, cannibalising unfixable units for spare parts. That resulted in less than half remaining repairable and in working order, providing Swiss cheese surveillance of local seas. As coverage did not extend to South American offshore waters anyway, the Cetari were able to dwell hidden from Norton's eavesdropping until the day they swam out of history back into earshot.
Comforted to hear they were not the last merpersons left alive, Najoli and Durgay's relief was diluted at the thought of the exiled Cetari fleeing for their lives, homeless and at the merciless whim of the sea. The Fisher took some solace in the fact that their maker retained a vested interest in watching over his handiwork and would not allow the exiles to come to harm. He hoped Lasbow was in the thick of the retreat.
Jumo returned to the conversation and posed the pertinent question, “How many are left?"
"Going by the sonar readings, a good number,” Norton was happy to report.
The former jailer guessed where the refugees were headed and pleaded that Norton return him and his fellow prisoners to their people forthwith. The manbot refused him point blank. “If I did that I would be compromising my position here, which for security reasons must remain veiled in the secrecy of myth. Nobody outside these walls can ever know of my ongoing scrutiny. I'm afraid your coming here was a one way trip."
"I got brought against my will,” Jumo reminded his captor.
"Makes no difference how or why you arrived. You all violated the sanctity of this station. Such indiscretion means I can't ever allow you to leave."
Jumo grew animated. “You have no right keeping us against our will any longer!"
"Pipe down, sport, or I'll have you put to sleep again,” Norton brashly threatened him. The agitated merman quieted.
"He's right, Norton. Just because you made us, doesn't mean you control us,” Najoli threw up at the manbot.
"Human slavery has been formally outlawed on the continental United States for nearly nine centuries ago,” cut in Dog.
"If I want your encyclopaedic opinion, I'll call for it!” Norton barked irritably at the monitoring computer's ceiling mounted sensor module. Adamant he would stamp out the beginnings of this moral insurrection quickly and ruthlessly, the once human manbot decreed, “It's a matter of genetic licence, not personal liberty. I didn't buy you lot at some desert slave auction. You were conceived and patented by me. From the outset, I copyrighted the recipe and the final dish. You aren't here by the grace of god, but because I turned a vision of mine into workable reality.” Norton shook a fist at the mortified Cetari. “I own every one of you and as such you are nothing but tools to be used as I see fit."
Digesting their irrelevance in the grand scheme of things, the three merfolk felt perilously small and fragile. Finding the courage to speak challengingly at their imperious and callous creator, Durgay asked in a pitiably subdued voice, “Does this mean you won't be granting help to our fellows?"
Norton's ire receded like an outgoing tide. “What on earth makes you think that preposterous notion?"
"You just finished saying we're virtually pieces of whalebone, unimportant until shaped by you into something useful."
The imagery of the analogy escaped him, but Norton understood the connotation. “I didn't go to all this hassle and headache to idly stand by and watch my foolish children get exterminated. Just because they're journeying to safer waters doesn't necessarily mean trouble won't follow. I only wish I had more to go on in order to effectively destroy these Landhoppers."
"Durgay might be able to help you there,” Najoli offered. “He was their prisoner awhile."
Norton nodded knowingly, pointed at the scarred male and called upon Dog. “Transfer that one to the sea dock."
"He has a name,” said Najoli, sticking up for her merman. “We all have names."
"From hereon each of you will be allotted a number. You will respond only to the individual designation Dog assigns you. I'll not personalise any of you with a forename. Such indulgence can only lead to problems. It's unprofessional getting attached to lab rats."
The very act of preserving humanity utterly dehumanised Doctor Abraham Norton, stripping him of the attributes that not only made him a man but a healer. Bereft of compassion, that unsociability could be ascribed to his robotic distantness shining through, whereas in fact he had undergone a radical transformation into the proverbial mad scientist, degenerating into an unfeeling doctor of experimentation motivated by passion, not purpose. That same drive made him tramp from the chamber, the metal-upon-metal clang of his footsteps on the grating rebounding hollowly off the undecorated walls.
A circular panel in the wall at Durgay's back slid innocuously open and from deep within the darkness of its bowels a suction pump coughed into life. The merman felt a slight tug as the concealed machinery chugged faster, the rapidly whirling blades of the impeller sitting unseen at the end of the tunnel increasing in pitch and speed, funnelling the water. Durgay's heart skipped a beat when he was unsubtly dragged backwards by invisible tendrils. Mechanically resisting the draw of the rising backflow, the Fisher clutched gamely at the sides of the aperture as he was steadily pulled tail first into the tunnel.
"Durgs!” Najoli cried out, powerless to do anything but watch on in frustrated horror.
Holding on by his fingertips, struggling to fight the pressure of the strengthening current, Durgay glimpsed Najoli's despondent face pressed up against the clear dividing wall moments before his grip failed and he was sucked down the chute.
Zipping along the tube as a passenger instead of driver, Durgay's uncomforting ride was made the more distressing by the unlighted innards blacking the enclosed watercourse. Far from rushing wildly through the dark, powerful water jets spaced at regular intervals along the curved walls buffered the merman's flight, keeping him centred and off the sides. The fluxing jets simultaneously imparted an element of control, smoothly steering him around bends as he confusingly changed directions several times.
Many centuries of disuse had not tarnished the transfer tubes, kept scrupulously clean and functioning by the station's worker robots. In times past, the labyrinth of ducts piped drugged Aquapeople between the assorted holding tanks and habitat pools lining the lower levels of the chambered iceberg in accordance with the working needs of their manufacturers. Numbed to reduce the strain of being manhandled, that luxury was denied Durgay and his stress level shot up through the roof.
His elevated blood pressure did not come down when the conduit finally spat him out bum first, ejecting him from a similarly round portal into a dimly lit pool cluttered with shadows. Fearful and all at sea, the hazy forms of foreign apparatus assailed Durgay's perpetually wide eyes as he limply floated amid a confusion of drifting tether cables and coiled power feeds at odds with the rigidity of inert robot cranes and service arms. He had been dumped into the station's submarine hangar, a titanic tank filled to the brim with inconceivable gadgets and contraptions for conducting undersea exploration.
A frighteningly large shadow anchored in the farthest corner caught Durgay's wary interest like a worm wriggling on a fisherman's hook. Its bigness aside, the silhouetted bulk plainly differed from the jumble of unfathomable devices stocking the submerged machine bay. Its shadowy, torpedo-like outline conveyed an impression of organic form to the staring Fisher, as opposed to the synthetic feel generated by the various devices arrayed around him. He began to quietly and slowly back up.
Floor lights flashed on with alarming brightness, momentarily blinding Durgay and he blundered into a tangle of coiled leads. Panicked, his writhing and contorting only succeeded in getting him hopelessly entangled. Essentially netted, he ceased struggling and promptly lost control of all bodily functions when the lighting dimmed sufficiently for him to realise he was face to face with the unveiled monstrosity that was the kraken.
* * * *En route to the handiest lift that would convey him to the hangar dock situated far below the iceberg's waterline, a juddering of the corridor's floor broke Norton's stride. Hurled against the wall as his internal gyros failed to compensate fast enough for the unexpected jolt, his outstretched hands felt the wall convulse as the alloyed lining groaned in anguish.
Braced against the shuddering sheet, the manbot locked his metalled legs rigid even as the corridor rocked even more violently a second time. Swivelling his camera-eye up to the loosened sensor lozenge dangling by its connecting wires from the shaking ceiling, he calmly enquired, “Dog. Report on station status. What on frozen earth caused that?"
"Unknown,” came the mainframe's baffled reply, his echoey voice made tinnier by the damaged lozenge.
Beneath Norton's metal digits the pulsations stilled. He pushed away from the wall to stand bemused in the middle of the quieted corridor. “Well something forceful enough to wobble this berg did just that. Could anything have smacked into us?"
"Logs for the external sensors do not record a proximity alert within the ice field,” reported Dog. “There was no apparent collision."
"Maybe not surface side. What about an underwater bump of some sort?"
"Negative. Sonar registers no colliding contacts."
"Are you certain nothing has breached Guard Dog perimeters?"
Perceiving the true meaning of Norton's concern, Dog iterated, “The island biologics are too distant and technologically backward to have any impact upon this facility."
"Must be internal then,” surmised Norton.
Computing faster than the manbot, Dog's omnipresent intelligence scanned sensor analyses pulled from throughout the operational sections of the complex. He rattled off the pertinent readouts verbally for Norton's unplugged benefit. “Sublevel Eleven oxygen tanks sealed and secure. Reactor core secure on all relevant sublevels, namely Six, Seven, and Eight. Level Two aviation fuel depot sealed and-."
"Hold up there, Dog,” interrupted Norton, an unpleasant suspicion slithering into his mind. “Check the sensor log for Section 91."
"I cannot. You rendered that section off limits and inaccessible to my scans."
"Then check the readout from the hallway outside 91"s hatch."
"What am I scanning for?"
"Anything obvious out of the ordinary,” stated Norton. “Clouds of smoke, buckled steel plating. That sort of stuff."
"I am registering a marked elevation of corridor air temperature by tens of degrees. I am concurrently detecting diffused heat warming the outside steel face of the bulkhead door. Precisely what is contained in that compartment?"
"Something that has evidently blown up in my face.” As heavy as his metal body was, the manbot broke into a trot, thudding down the corridor. The mainframe followed him with electronic quickness, jumping from one ceiling sensor lozenge to the next.
Aware that Dog was hot on his heels, Norton needlessly bellowed out orders; Ice Station's computerised overseer was neither deaf nor dumb. “Sound the fire alarm and dispatch firefighting droids up to Sublevel Four on the double!"
Klaxons blared stridently throughout the complex. Dog necessarily had to raise his voice to be heard over the din. “The compartment's automatic fire suppression system will logically douse any internal blaze,” he boomed, keeping pace with his master.
"I'm not sure that'll be sufficient to put out the likely inferno raging inside,” Norton shouted back. At the corridor's end he clunked to a standstill and waited edgily for the lift to arrive. When no sign of the conveyance was to be seen, he thumped impatiently on the closed doors. “Where's the blasted lift, Dog?"
"Sublevel Twelve."
"What in blazes is it doing there?"
"Absolutely nothing."
"Get it up here. Now!"
"Unable to comply,” Dog said unapologetically, explaining, “For the duration of the fire alarm lift operations are suspended, as per standard safety procedures. Lifts have returned to the bottommost level to await the all clear signal."
"Any fire should be restricted to that one compartment. Override the damn controls."
"There are certain protocols even I cannot circumvent. This is one such instance."
"Can I expect the stair door to be functioning?” There was a note of petulance in the manbot's query.
"All fire doors are opened, as per standard evacuation procedures."
"Since when were you programmed to be so safety conscious,” Norton muttered. Bursting into the stairwell, he took the steps two at a time and headed up, his whirring leg motors uncomplainingly taking the strain.
Dog leapfrogged ahead of the inconvenienced manbot to reach the sensor lozenge overlooking the first landing and waited there for Norton to catch up. “Withholding data hampers my effectiveness,” the mainframe chided him. “You must know the form of the catalyst for the conflagration in Section 91."
"I can make an educated guess,” admitted Norton, pounding up the next flight, “and the cause of the fire is also acting as its accelerant. But that's not the worrying part. If the flames are not brought under control and the item in the adjoining compartment heats up unduly, the result might be a double whammy explosion that'll vaporise this berg and a fair sized portion of the surrounding ice field."
The incongruity of an iceberg catching on fire escaped the dogmatic mainframe. “The nature of your secret weapon is clearly thermonuclear,” he theorised.
The computer's powers of deduction never ceased to astound Norton. With only the barest of information, the amateur sleuth could come up with uncannily accurate suppositions. No wonder city fathers favoured prototyped robots over human cops when the law and order of civilisation began breaking down. That, and the fact they worked unpaid. “Now you see my dilemma,” Norton said.
Dog was indeed puzzled. “Where is the logic in obtaining a weapon of mass destruction? This facility is a scientific research complex, not a munitions compound."
"For home protection,” argued the manbot. “Why else does a homeowner purchase a gun?"
"Ownership of a firearm for personal defence is not comparable to hoarding an atomic bomb."
"The difference lies only in the size and potency of the weapon, Dog. The principle remains the same. We can debate ethics afterwards ... assuming this crisis gets hosed down and cools off."
Reaching his desired floor, Norton jogged heavily down the main thoroughfare of Sublevel Four toward a chamber innocuously marked SUPPLY CUPBOARD located at its farthest end on the eastern side of the iceberg. His own onboard thermometers noted the hotness of the air rising incrementally the closer he approached the massively thick steel door squatting at the corridor's terminus. Three autonomous emergency response robots were parked at the ready outside the compartment, the flashing blue lights atop their conical heads winking in harmony with the ululating siren wailing throughout the length and breadth of Ice Station.
The hurrying manbot was met by the nearest of the firefighting droids, commandeered by Dog to act as his onsite mouthpiece. “The door is locked, Norton. Opening it might expedite fire extinguishing efforts,” it relayed. Despite being emotionally retarded, a suggestion of peevishness lilted Dog's logic-derived statement.
Looking nothing so much like an overlarge and upended vacuum cleaner, Norton found it hard to take the mainframe seriously in his comical guise and two-wheeled stance. Stepping up to the barrier of riveted steel, now burningly hot to the touch, he submitted to an identity check. A grapefruit-sized white sphere, perched on the end of a fragile metal arm extending from a black box bolted above the doorway's lintel, bobbed above the manbot's head, buzzing tonelessly while it scanned.
Dog queried the mechanics of the electronic scrutiniser. “A retinal scan was pointless as I no longer have human eyes, so I had the software geeks in the computer department devise a brainwave comparison analysis for the security system to perform,” Norton divulged. “My manmade brain curiously displays the neural patterns of its biological original. That telltale signature is uniquely individual. The first copy aside, it can't be exactly duplicated a second time or adequately forged, making for a foolproof door lock."
"Except in the event of you becoming inoperative. Your circuitry shutting down and the irreparable cessation of your higher brain functions associated with that scenario would keep that door permanently unopened."
Gloomed by the straight-thinking mainframe's allusion, Norton refused to contemplate his mortality. Becoming robotic unnaturally extended his lifespan. By no means immortal, his prolonged existence might come tantalisingly close. Barring accidents, death remained an infinitesimal speck on the horizon—dimly seen, but unthought of.
The motor to raise the weighty hatch whined into operation after the scan particularised Norton. Dog rolled in front of the manbot and nudged him backwards as the other firefighting droids trundled to the fore. “You are neither fireproofed or waterproofed,” the computer reminded him.
A loud graunch brought the lifting door to a shuddering standstill only a quarter of the way up. “Damn and blast it!” Norton cussed. “The heat from the fire must've warped the steel plating."
At a thought from the managing computer, the one-armed fire fighters seized the bottom lip of the hatch in their grippers and, working together, shoved the stuck door all the way up, the unholy screech of forced metal blanketing the corridor. Clouds of steam, borne by waves of blistering heat, immediately engulfed the two robots entering the unlocked compartment.
Tapping into their basic visual sensors, Dog gained an accurate picture of the burned out chamber once enough of the steam escaped to permit a clearer view. The sprinklers had performed on cue and extinguished the inferno, but not before the raging flames blackened the walls. Dog had his specially equipped robots spray fire retardant foam from their trunk-like hoses across the room's charred innards, damping the smoky hotspots to prevent inopportune flare-ups.
"It's safe to go in,” Dog proclaimed, moving aside to let the manbot pass.
"Which means the fire is out and you can switch off that annoying siren, so I can hear myself think.” Norton proceeded inside after the only sound his audio receptors picked up was not the blare of horns but steam softly hissing. The wheeled extension of the mainframe went squeakily with him. “You need oiling,” he told Dog.
"This robot unit has not been active for some time."
"Your memory circuits are better than mine. When was the last occasion we had the fire siren go off that wasn't a drill?"
"The instance which prompted the last callout was in the period of human occupancy. It was a false alarm involving burning toast on Habitat Level Two. Preventable, had you authorised automating the household appliances."
"And squander manpower on frivolities?"
"Women used to be housed here too."
"A waste of resources and time for whatever sex would've worked on computerising a toaster."
Norton crossed the narrow width of the fire-ravaged room, surveying the burst shell of a horizontal cylinder leaning haphazardly against the south wall, the cradle it rested on reduced by the intense heat to a muddle of softened, twisted metal. He toed the creamy foam plastering the only concrete floor in the entire station, mumbling, “No use crying over spilt milk, I guess."
Dog overheard. “This wreckage was the receptacle storing the missile propellant,” he gathered, “and evidently the seat of the fire.” Trundling over to inspect the outward facing jags lining the gash splitting the length of the cylinder, Dog conjectured, “The rupture site is indicative of an internal explosion. A trigger caused the monopropellant to ignite."
"How did you work out the rocket fuel was single stage?” wondered Norton.
Standard chemical rockets carried two separately tanked propellants onboard—commonly hydrogen or kerosene serving as the fuel, liquid oxygen the oxidant—that mixed when pumped into the engine's combustion chamber and burnt to produce the superheated exhaust gases expelled via the nozzle as thrust.
"The ruins are clearly that of a solitary tank."
Abe Norton was transported back in time to feel like the awkward first year medical student he started out as, castigated all over again by the chief resident for missing the obvious fact that the unattended man on the gurney in the hospital hall lay unmoving because the guy's heart had stopped beating four hours earlier. He could hardly be at fault for not knowing the man had been pronounced dead, his stiffening body waiting to be wheeled down to the morgue. Nervousness could have made any junior doctor mistake a corpse for a patient. On the upside, Norton's attempt at resuscitation was textbook.
"Monopropellants are exotic fuels tricky to store,” he said, masking his embarrassment. “They are mightily corrosive and flash on contact with air. I'm guessing that over the years the fuel slowly ate away the lining of the tank until it sprung a leak and BOOM!"
"This accident would have been avertable had an upkeep robot maintained this section.” Dog's opinion had the ring of assigning blame.
"One secretly was. It's that gutted scrap heap in the corner over there."
Dog wheeled to regard the pile of smouldering junk. “I do not understand. The repairer ought to have detected the fault and employed relevant preventive responses."
"It probably would've, if it had been up and running,” Norton interposed. “The darned thing broke down a couple of years back. I never got it fixed. If I had sent it to the machine shop for repairs, you would have been alerted to the goings-on in this room. This project then would have no longer been covert."
"That was remiss of you. It is imprudent to neglect general housekeeping and parading yourself as a deity you ought to be setting a better example. Cleanliness is next to godliness."
Flustered at being lectured by what was in essence a moralising brain, Norton walked off his self-recrimination by inspecting a solider door at the back of the chamber, rapping the barrier with his metallic knuckles. Encased behind ten feet of singed steel, the missile silo remained untouched by the fire. Reassured, the manbot redirected his concern to a knob of fused metal and melted plastic heaped in the middle of the room like a lump of coal.
"Dog. Any chance of you salvaging the mess that is the computer control console?"
The mainframe trundled his borrowed body over to the steaming mound. “I was unaware of an independent module installed in this compartment."
"If I told you, it wouldn't have stayed a secret. Give it to me straight. Can you restore the console to working order?"
Making use of his hose as a trunk, Dog poked around the amorphous mass of liquefied polymers and alloys beginning to cool and solidify. “Impossible,” he pronounced at the end of his examination. “The hardware is dissolved beyond repair and unusable."
"What about the CPU? Could the data files be retrieved?” pressed Norton.
"That is dependent on the extent of the internalised fire damage."
"Can it be done?” Norton demanded, his tone insistent.
"Theoretically it is feasible,” acceded the cybernate, “but is an illogic request when I can easily replicate control programs from my master files."
"You can't reproduce the software specific to this computer. It was tailored to this system and never backed up."
Dog managed to whistle reproachfully at Norton. “Redundancy elements ensure substitute channels of functionality are present in case of failure."
"I couldn't risk duplicates existing anywhere. I'm talking about arming and launch codes, Dog. Sole possession was the best way of guaranteeing no foul ups."
"Fire evidently never entered into your equations."
"Can't think of everything.” Norton missed the physical sensation of sighing to express his unhappier emotions and made do with an electronic growl. “Without this computer operational, retribution against my children's foes is going to be a tad hard to organise. It might prove to be beyond my means to deliver anyway, considering all the rocket fuel just went up in flames. I'll only be able to make a proper assessment if the data can be recovered."
"Entailing me to execute a systems-wide retrieval program on the remnants of this module,” asserted Dog.
"More than that,” Norton revised. “It'll require you to resurrect the dead."


Chapter Twenty SevenOchar's funeral service was succinct and sincere. King Lasbow's brevity when delivering her eulogy did not reflect an unfeeling attitude on his part, but rather paid homage to the aged widow's tendency for not wasting words. The elderly consider time a precious, declining commodity not to be squandered on frivolous small talk. He thought it a fitting send off for the old mergirl.
"In later life she was misperceived and often ridiculed,” he wrapped up in a voice thick with emotion. “Her detractors are rightly not represented today. Ochar would not have tolerated their hypocrisy on this, her final day with us. Those of us who are present cherished and appreciated this one-of-a-kind merwoman. Her passing makes our seaworld an emptier place."
His tribute concluded, the saddened Merking bowed his crowned head respectfully in a moment of silence. The handful of merfolk comprising the pitiful congregation of mourners, Ahlegra and her queenly mother included, copied his reverence. Attendance at the burial-at-sea in the deeper waters several miles offshore was deplorably poor. Old prejudices did not die along with the Sea Witch.
Coming erect, Lasbow nodded solemnly for the burial party to proceed. Ochar's corpse, covered in a shroud of kelp, floated strung between the two Fishers acting as pallbearers. Each held taut a rope looped about a rock weight tied to the cadaver's neck and tail respectively. Under normal circumstances, the deceased would be swathed in a winding sheet made from plaited seagrass. The present situation was far from being usual. Distanced from normality, the refugees made use of what materials were at hand to preserve custom, and waxy brown oarweed fronds substituted nicely for fibre weaving.
As one they let go their individual lines, freeing Ochar's cocooned body to sink measuredly into the depths. “We commit the soul of our dear sister to the Deep and the Sea Lord's eternal care. May Nupterus resurrect her bones,” Lasbow sadly intoned, bidding her farewell, watching the everlasting blueness swallow her up. Her committal had the disturbing look of an unwanted brown paper parcel bound in twine simply being tossed away.
At his back Dulby snapped to attention, squaring the haft of his trident rigidly against his brawny shoulder. The honour guard of Fishers he proudly led followed suit, making for a regimented show of respect ending with the Seaguards dipping their pronged weaponry in formal salute.
Ochar's death had hit the Merking hard, an emotional blow that caused him a restless night spent tossing and turning on the seabed. Ahlegra telling him that the old widow passed away gently and untroubled in her sleep, that the stresses of the gruelling flight from Bounty Reef had finally taken their toll on the frail old merwoman, did nothing to dispel his sense of blame. Even though his mind understood there was no conceivable correlation between the two unrelated events, he conscience whispered damningly that Ochar had paid the dearest price for his cowardice back in Atlantis. Prevented from claiming the balking Merking, the White Whale, Death's obvious agent, culled the Sea Witch in his stead. Guilt weighed him down like an anchor, and as Ochar's sinking body took with her his integrity Lasbow grieved for both.
The service over and done with, the attendees commenced drifting shoreward, aiming to lift their dejected spirits by holding in the safeness of the bay the lunchtime wake that customarily rounded off every Cetari funeral. Intending to join them, Lasbow dismissed the Seaguard contingent but was prevented from following by Dulby's blocky frame barring his way.
"Pardon me, Sire. Might I have a word?"
"Now's not an appropriate moment, Dulby."
"I'd normally agree, King Lasbow. Except this won't wait."
The Merking sized the blocky Seaguardian up, determining his earnestness. There was a definite solemnity to his request that persuaded Lasbow to hear him out. “What is it you wish to say?"
Clearly discomfited, Dulby hunched his powerful shoulders, that action lowering his head. “Sire, I'm not one for fancy talk,” he began, “or for beating about the coral growth.” He paused, gill covers flapping agitatedly, before blurting, “I'd like to be, if it's okay with you, appointed your personal Seaguardian.” He glanced up to gauge the Merking's reaction. Finding Lasbow's interested expression receptive, he pressed on. “I always respected you when you were Captain Lasbow. You dished out strictness and fair play in equal dollops. When you picked me to bodyguard you on the jaunt to Atlantis, I felt honoured. I want to continue to serve you exclusively in that role as private protector. For me, there's no greater privilege."
Lasbow regarded the hulking merman quietly awaiting his response. Dulby was essentially a pet dogfish, unstintingly loyal to his master and obeying every command given him. He felt shamed by the Seaguard frankly declaring such devotion to him, and undeserving of the other's admiration. It should have occurred to him sooner that the lummox had feelings.
Dulby's inclusion in the scouting party had not been determined by his reliability or aptitude. There were other, equally capable Fisher warriors up to the task of safeguarding the Merking. Dulby was selected purely due to his bigness. Lasbow desired to beef up security without the worry of adding extra numbers to the foray and the brawniest of his bodyguards fit the bill perfectly: imposingly huge and muscled, sculpted into a single package. The same could be said for putting Dulby in charge of the honour guard. By chance, he had been up and about as early as the wakeful Merking, prompting Lasbow to take advantage of his proximity. It seemed Dulby's greatest attribute was his convenience.
Matters were not about to change. Looking around for his future other half, Lasbow spied Ahlegra on her way back to the bay immersed in conversation with her mother. They appeared oblivious to all around them. No doubt discussing wedding plans again, guessed Lasbow, thankful that life went routinely on regardless of personal hardships.
Despite counting the Merprincess's attendance at the funeral as a fulfilment of her civic duty, he conceded it had also been a personal sacrifice on Ahlegra's part. Ochar's death had not whipped away her carefully veiled contempt for the universally disdained oldster. Like the majority of merfolk, she did not bother to look past the aged merwoman's eccentricities and recognise the value of her underlying sagacity. From time to time Lasbow could see frightening glimpses of her colder sister in the gentler princess.
Wanting company, the Merking motioned for Dulby to fall in beside him as he set course for the cove behind the dawdling merwomen. “How's your love life?” Lasbow unexpectedly asked him.
"I don't rightly have one, Sire."
"No mergirlfriend on the horizon?"
"If there is, she hasn't heaved into view yet."
Satisfied the stalwart Seaguardian had no social life to speak of that would be impinged by his reassignment, rewarding Dulby for just being handy came next. “From hereon you'll stick to me like a suckerfish on a shark,” declared Lasbow.
Grinning stupidly, Dulby could not contain his excitement. “You mean it, King Lasbow? I'm your personal Seaguardian now?"
"I'll square it with Captain Brost when next I hook up with him,” the Merking confirmed. “This is not for my benefit, you understand. I don't need the added protection myself.” Every day Lasbow was sounding more like Cerdic. “When Princess Ahlegra becomes Merqueen, I want you to focus your bodyguarding duties on to shepherding her. Just because the Landhopper threat is behind us, doesn't mean we're out of the kelp forest yet. Strange waters mean odd dangers."
"The kraken,” Dulby murmured fearfully, making a warding sign with his trident to invoke Nupterus's protection.
Enacting King Lasbow's directive, Brost had earlier gathered a joint exploration team composed of Fisher warriors, divers, and scouts that exited Delaware Bay around midmorning to conduct a full-scale sweep of Atlantis. Erops accompanied them, but only after the Merking convinced him that he should. Lasbow recalled their terse debate.
"I'm assembling a task force which'll carry out a more thorough search of the handmade sea stack, but to accomplish that feat I'm in need of the best divers you can muster,” he told the invalided boss Retriever.
Erops instantly poured cold water on the Merking's game plan. “I don't recommend sending any of my boys into a warren of unexplored caves without an armed escort."
"You already have it,” Lasbow promised. “A Seaguardian will buddy up with every Retriever that goes in."
"And that guarantees their safety?"
"Erops. Retrieving is the diciest job a merman can do. I can't give any assurances. Diving alone into the abyss, your divers are used to risk."
"There's the extra danger the kraken poses, Sire."
"When last we talked you implied there was a good chance the beast is nothing but a pressure-induced mirage."
Rubbing his achy stump, Erops contradicted, “I said it might be a possibility. From the description you gave me of Atlantis, the dive on it isn't deep enough to bring on shell-shock."
"We didn't come across any signs of a sea monster, inside or out,” the Merking avowed persuasively.
The dive commander remained sceptical. “You only ventured inside for a short time and didn't explore very far on the grounds that the job was simply too big for one merman to handle, even if that individual happens to be kingly. That's why you're recruiting the services of my Retrievers to complete the survey. Only the Sea God knows for sure what's lurking further in, and He's not telling."
"Don't say you believe in monsters, Erops."
"Kindly do me the courtesy of not insulting my intelligence, King Lasbow,” the amputee diving coach retorted. “The sightings in the Deep are known to all. Maybe not accepted by everyone, but known nonetheless."
"Snatches of shadowy shapes in the dark.” Lasbow's dismissive mutter was unconvincing even to his earholes. Deeper and older than comprehension, the oceans were likely home to any manner of undiscovered animal monstrosities.
"There's a school of thought that these leviathans might be the ghosts of the vanished whales,” Erops offered up as an explanation.
Memory of his encounter with the spectral White Whale, disturbingly fresh, flashed into the Merking's mind and his hands went shuddery. He clasped them behind his back to hide his nerviness.
"I don't hold with it myself,” continued Erops. “When a sea creature dies, that's the end of it. It's gone, with nothing afterwards except oblivion."
Lasbow found it profoundly odd Erops readily believed in monsters while scoffing at spirits. “Yet you dive for whalebone, sacred material said to contain the essences of our ancestors. Why bother getting into a line of work you don't have faith in?"
"It's easier to trawl for bones than fish. A bone is inert and doesn't object to being netted.” Getting back to the point of their conversation, the dive instructor wanted to know Dribben's stance on the matter of the kraken.
"You know how he is ... a gloomy guts,” Lasbow reported. “He predicts doom with every wave that crashes."
"Yes, but what's his appraisal of Atlantis."
"He refused point-blank to enter the stack."
"How puzzling. Dribben is braver than that."
Encumbered with Dribben's lie, Lasbow did not break that confidence and related a watered down version of the truth. “He's afraid that it could turn out to be the kraken's nest, home to its spawn."
Erops reflected on the distant Retriever's dour estimation and then made the demand, “I want two Seaguardians escorting each diver."
"That's out of the question,” the Merking denied him, finding the proviso unfunny. “Brost can't spare that number if he's to adequately protect this cove."
Unbending, Erops put forth the argument, “Do you have any idea how long it takes to select and train a Retriever? Any fool can fish for a living, but few mermen possess the nerve for prolonged and repeated deep diving. Replacing even one of my divers who's lost to attrition, natural or otherwise, is a major inconvenience."
Angered at Erop's audacity in making a stipulation, Lasbow was set to remind the dive boss just who was king here when Ochar's wisdom filtered back to him and he stopped himself speaking out of turn. He would not resort to the strong-arm style of kingship he had so despised in his predecessor. A Merking needed to rule with a coral fist gloved in sharkskin. Coming up with a solution, he suggested, “By halving the number of divers we send, we can double the escorts they'll team up with."
"And double also their workload, Sire, which you'll no doubt expect to be done without delay."
"Our people are anxious to be rehoused. That is my concession. I judge it a reasonable one."
The Retriever tutor considered the compromise and nodded. “How soon do you want my merboys ready to leave?"
"They'll have time to breakfast first,” said Lasbow. “One other thing. I want you onsite to oversee the dive from the shallows."
Erops rubbed his hairless chin pensively. “Dribben's perfectly capable of handling that side of things, Sire. He's got more that enough experience under his belt to lead a multi-merperson dive without me looking over his shoulder."
Lasbow reckoned otherwise. Dribben showed scant regard for his fellow merman, and Erops's confidence in the other's heroism, borne from gratitude and not trust, blinded him dangerously to that narcissism. A decent leader never entertained the thought of sacrificing those companions he led in order to save himself. By his own admission, Dribben had previously displayed no such compunction.
"From what I've experienced of Dribben, he's woefully lacking in social graces,” Lasbow gleaned. “Putting him in charge of the expedition can only result in mutiny, as he'll rub all the mermen up the wrong way. There's too much at stake to let him muddy the water."
"He'll resent my supervision,” Erops contended. “For all his grimness, Dribben has his pride. I don't want to be seen as rolling on his flukes.
"That's not the only issue, Sire. You have to understand that my Retrievers are used to diving alone, working at depth unaided and reliant only upon themselves. Foisting Seagoons—begging your pardon, Seaguards—on them will almost certainly create an undercurrent of tension."
Once again applying his conciliatory skills to the problem, Lasbow offered up a happy medium. “The Seaguard will individually be instructed that, when on the dive, the accompanying Retriever is fully in charge. They're to provide protection in case they swim into trouble, but otherwise not interfere with the divers performing their job."
"They won't take kindly to that."
"They'll tow the line with their captain present."
"You're sending Brost too? With him gone, who'll be in charge of guarding the bay?"
"I did command the Seaguard before my crowning,” Lasbow said petulantly, forgetting his regal, phlegmatic deportment.
Erops smirked at the Merking's humanising show of emotion. The general public more readily identified with a royal who expressed feelings rather than bottle them up.
Tackling the snag of not bruising Dribben's ego, Lasbow proposed, “Make Dribben your deputy, Erops. That gesture ought to smooth out any ruffled fins on his part."
Glancing from his stump to his remaining hand, the head Retriever's grin broadened after he said, “At least I won't be running things single-handedly."
Avoiding the small and casual wake, King Lasbow spent a busy afternoon touring the merfolk, informally spreading the official word to one and all that Atlantis was a factual haven, endearing himself to his subjects through his personable approachability. News of Lasbow's uncelebrated return the night before circulated with the quickness that gossip fosters, flowing in with the sallow wash of dawning light which had flooded the bay. A buzz of anticipation suffusing the wearied and homeless Castle Rockers electrified the water in the cove, the charged atmosphere heightened by the proclaiming Merking's news delivered in person. At last their worrisome days spent in transit looked to be over.
Their gushing enthusiasm was tempered just as fast by the unusual goings-on of the Seaguard, Retrievers and scouts. The rapid assembling and dispatch of the thirty-odd strong force of specialist Fishers created rife speculation that their mythical destination did not seem the sanctuary it was cracked up to be. Right away Lasbow allayed such fears, smoothly saying that the advance guard was a precautionary measure only. There was no monster or enemy to flush out. The Fishers were simply swimming ahead to make their new lodgings presentable, or more properly securable, before they took possession. Only when that job was done would the Cetari move in.
Gaining greater proficiency in the stately art of diplomacy, he further placated the masses by expounding the virtues of Delaware Bay as their temporary accommodation. Disappointment and anxiety at having to continue the wait before procuring a solid roof over their heads was mitigated by his tactfulness. This section of the coast, he artfully pointed out, boasted an adequate supply of fresh fish and was reasonably sheltered from all but the worst seasonal storms battering the eastern seaboard. More importantly, the inlet was readily defendable if froggy troublemakers came calling. “The only thing lacking is a cave wall to hang your sprat on,” Lasbow had joked, quick to add the remedy for that was in the pipeline.
Finishing up his tiring day inspecting nightly Seaguard placements after reviewing Fisher activities to make sure catches continued to be doled out evenly to the hungry populace, he hooked up with Ahlegra around dinnertime when darkness began seeping into the bay. She was typically found with her mother. They had grown inseparable these past few days, connected by planning the bridal ceremony in the hope of gaining some measure of normality from the upheaval that had turned their seaworld upside down.
Gliding into the secluded back of the cove reserved for the monarchy, free-floating light-fish lanterns softly illuming royal privacy, the sovereign mermale felt outnumbered by the handmaidens serving the privileged merladies a meal of horseshoe crabs garnished with ribbons of green sea lettuce and reddish-brown strips of dulse.
Glancing up at her arriving fiancé, Ahlegra's welcome matched the water's coolness as dusk leached away the day's warmth. “Trust you to turn up at suppertime. It seems to be the only time we get to catch up. I missed you this morning. You were up and gone with the seabirds."
Stung by her aberrantly frosty reception, Lasbow reciprocated with like severity. “I had funeral arrangements to make. Organising a Seaguard detail, not to mention—"
"Rounding up mourners,” the Merprincess butted in. “What did you bribe them with to convince them to attend?"
Refusing to be drawn into that quarrel, Lasbow quietly joined the supping merwomen on the seafloor. He gestured curtly for the closest serving mergirl to bring him food and she scurried to dish him up a platter. All the while the Merking and Merprincess glowered churlishly at each other.
The inexplicable tension between the couple was so great you could have cut the water with a knife-fish, so Minoh interposed. “This morning's service was lovely and sensitive, King Lasbow,” she complemented him. “I do believe you are improving at conducting funerals."
"It's an upsetting duty I don't particularly want to excel at,” Lasbow remarked, sadness glooming his handsome face.
He accepted the assorted morsels, pinned to the crab shell bowl with fish spines to prevent them floating away, without even a polite thank you. Haphazardly spearing a fist-sized chunk of white meat with his whalebone fork, still unused to the royal privilege of eating with exquisitely carved utensils, Lasbow irately chewed his mouthful.
The royals looked set to dine in terse silence when Minoh struck up another conversation with her impending son-on-law. “Do tell us about Atlantis, dear boy. Are there any promising spots for my delightful coral gardens?"
Swallowing loudly, Lasbow relayed, “You may have to settle for plainer garden settings, Queen Minoh. Local coral varieties seem limited to white sea fans. The base of the stack lies in water deeper, darker, and colder than we're used to dwelling in, so we'll have some adjusting to do. It's roomier than the Rock, with a great deal more grottos. We've a substantial cleanup ahead of us to make it liveable, but it holds promise. There's fish aplenty, plus a bed of giant mussels nearby ripe for harvesting."
Cracking open a hard-bodied crab's softer underside, Minoh utilised a spoon to scoop out the salty flesh and deftly slurped the distinctly flavoured delicacy down whole. The horseshoes” were the leftovers from an unexpected windfall. Every year, regular as clockwork, thousands of the living fossils emerged from the sea, surging ashore with the incoming tide to breed on the coastal sandbanks. Making landfall first, the waiting males went into a sexual frenzy as soon as the arriving females began laying hundreds of eggs in the damp sands uncovered by the ebbing tide, each fighting to pair up and discharge his fertilising milt over his mate's spawn. Delaware Bay remained a favourite spot for these crab orgies and the stragglers made for easy pickings. Not only the Cetari benefited from this annual bounty. Migrating wading birds, following the traditional flyway to Arctic nesting sites, swooped down and cashed in on the caviar buried shallowly in the sands. Hungry flocks of visiting turnstones vied ardently with local sandpipers for a share of the natural aviation fuel.
"Big shellfish, you say?” mused Minoh. “Oysters possess aphrodisiacal properties to boost the sex drive. Imagine the enhancements a giant version might bestow!"
"That is inappropriate talk over dinner, Mother,” carped Ahlegra.
The Merqueen took the censure in her stroke. “Quite where you get this priggish steak of yours is beyond me. You must've inherited it from your father's side of the family. Mine happily embrace sexuality.” Noting her daughter nibbling daintily on a strand of stringy seamoss, she tittered. “There may be hope for you yet, Ahlegra. That strain of seaweed is a potent aphrodisiac itself."
The Merprincess delicately spat out the offending foodstuff.
Reaching for another crustacean from the stash weighted down and neatly piled on the rocky seabed at her tail, Minoh made the passing observation, “The pair of you do make the cutest couple. You ought to start thinking about making babies, assuming you haven't already tried."
"Mother!"
Like so many tribal cultures, intimacy for the Cetari was not the taboo subject civilised peoples made it. For them, sex proved more than just an enjoyable pastime pursued with the same passion shown when hunting a favourite fish species. Personal trysts not only coupled the embracing lovers in question, their lovemaking helped to bind the community as a whole, fostering group closeness. How unusual then those customs dictate an affianced couple remain chaste from the time they announce their betrothal to the day they wedded. No wonder Cetari engagements were stupendously short! Royals were no less exempt from that practice. Each night Ahlegra slept apart from Lasbow, screened from her intended by a wall of Seaguard killjoys ensuring their Merprincess saved herself for the nuptials. For the Merqueen to imply that her daughter might be breaking with convention affronted Ahlegra.
"You must admit, our newest Merking has always been a handsome devilfish,” Minoh continued, oblivious to Ahlegra squirming with discomfort. “Nobody would blame you two for getting intimate before the marriage. Were it not for his infatuation with you, I'd be tempted myself to go for a roll in the spray with him."
Lasbow nearly choked on the fishbone toothpick he was using. Minoh's days spent in the cove had certainly rejuvenated her irrepressible nature.
Impishly enjoying the couple's discomposure, she clapped the coughing Merking heartily on the back and affected a sigh of disconsolation. “I guess I'll just have to settle for having him as my son-in-law."
Recovering his poise, Lasbow informed the smirking Merqueen, “Rest assured, Minoh, I have not sullied the princess's reputation."
"That's right,” Ahlegra affirmed. “Lasbow's been nothing but a perfect gentle-merman."
Minoh pouted. “I'm disappointed to hear that. I trust you'll make up for it on your wedding night. I fancy becoming a youthful grandmother."
Folding her arms, Ahlegra glowered crossly at her dam. “You're incorrigible."
"But earnest,” her queenly mother said, her hand lingering on Lasbow's broad shoulder blade. “Infants fill hearts with joy, and lord knows we could all use cheering up after we've settled into our new home. What better way to put this horrid business firmly behind us than with a bevy of happy calves."
"Fresh life to usher in a fresh start,” Lasbow commented, echoing her sentiment.
"That's the spirit! I'm banking you're as virile as you look, darling Lasbow. I want to be a grandmother many times over."
"I'm sure I can rise to the challenge,” Lasbow quipped uncouthly.
Ahlegra blushed furiously, undecided at which of the two conspirators she was most mad at.
Deciding it might be prudent to go for an evening cruise before retiring for the night, Minoh excused herself. “You two could do with some time alone together. Use it wisely.” Taking in Ahlegra's stormy face, the regal merwoman could not help herself and said in parting, “Arguments have their upside. If you have a mind to indulge yourselves, the makeup sex is positively delightful."
Lasbow watched the Merqueen's handmaidens gravitate to their smiling mistress like fish swarming around bait and trail her to the spot on the seabed near the front of the cove where the remaining Seaguard bedded down. Her idea of a nightcap was to flirt with a few hunky protectors before turning in.
"Do you think you mother will eventually remarry?” he abruptly asked his betrothed.
"I doubt there's a merman her equal,” Ahlegra coldly said. “Are you thinking of playing matchmaker?"
Shrugging, Lasbow replied, “Not especially. When it comes to affairs of the heart, I'm out of my depth. I just think everyone deserves a chance for real happiness.” Staring openly at the Merprincess in the failing light, it seemed her grimace was darkening the dusky water. “Why aren't you happy with me, my love?"
She gazed unflinchingly back at Lasbow, deciding whether to give him the cold shoulder. “You left this morning without so much as a goodbye,” she sulkily deigned to click.
"I told you. I was conducting official Merking business."
"Such as organising your return to Atlantis with a larger scouting party."
"Among other things,” he admitted. “Is that what this silly mood of yours is all about?"
"I don't consider worrying about your welfare as being silly."
"There's no need for you to worry. As you can plainly see, I never went."
"That didn't stop me thinking you might be joining them. It gladdens me to see you still here."
"You could've fooled me, Ahlegra.” He could see her starting to shake, a quivering of her slender shoulders telling him better than words that her crumbly anger was a manifestation of deeper feelings. Gliding toward the fragile princess, taking hold of her trembling fingers in his steadying hands, Lasbow searched her fretful eyes. “What's really the matter?” he whispered caringly.
Ahlegra quite suddenly broke down. Enfolded in Lasbow's reassuring arms, she confided to him, “That first night you were away, headed for Atlantis, I dreamt you weren't coming back."
Her fear startled him into revealing, “I never expected to return,” which in turn forced him to recount his perturbing encounter with the White Whale. Pulling free of Lasbow's embrace at the completion of his tale, the Merprincess thumped him on the chest. “Ow! What's that for?” he complained, more shocked than hurt.
"You knew you might not survive the trip, yet you went anyway!” She turned showily, presenting her back to him. “I call that unbelievably selfish."
Lasbow floundered, unsure what to say. In the end he fell back to the royal cliché, “I'm king. What else could I do but go?"
The Merprincess remained facing away from him and huffed, “Delegate, like you did today."
Unable to refute that logic, Lasbow wisely fell silent.
Turning her head a fraction, enough to see the mulling Merking out of the corner of her eye, Ahlegra asked, “What made you stay instead of resuming your heroics?” Lasbow's continuing silence turned more than the mermaid's head and she swivelled back around. “My turn to ask what's bothering you."
In a voice made meek by his doubts, Lasbow grudgingly whispered, “I am afraid."
"Of what exactly, my big and brave Merking?” Ahlegra wondered, her query free of sarcasm. “If it's the kraken thingy, you've every right to feel spooked. But rumour has it you guys found Atlantis pest free."
It took a great effort of will for Lasbow to face his ignoble honesty. “I'm frightened by my own mortality."
"You've come to the realisation that you aren't shark-proof, my darling.” Ahlegra's empathic instincts served her well, intimating that she was only scratching the surface of her merman's anxieties. “There's more. I can tell."
Confronting uncomfortable home truths, Lasbow gazed unseeing out into the twilit bay, passively sensing with his sound-sight the evening stirrings of his merpeople. “Ochar's death can be laid squarely at my tail,” he morbidly said. “Indirectly, anyways. It's my fault she died."
Brimming with concern, Ahlegra approached him. Lasbow warned her off with a stern, unfriendly glance. He was not done with his self-pitying.
"That's absurd,” she said, hoping her words might touch him. “Ochar expired from old age. It was simply her moment to go. You might even say that the tide had caught up to the Sea Witch at long last. Living as long as she did isn't normal."
"I wish you wouldn't call her a witch. It's derogatory and unmerited."
"I don't mean to sound impersonal, love, but Ochar's dead and buried. She won't care what merpeople call her now. Not that she gave a hoot when she was alive."
"And I caused her death."
"How can you say that? You were away up the coast when she passed on."
Lasbow would hear none of it and carried on along his guilt trip. “I'm responsible for the welfare of every single merperson under my rule. When one of my subjects perishes, I feel it keenly."
"That's your strength as a leader of mermen. You're not afraid to care about your followers. Donning that crown has made you undeniably powerful, but you aren't always liable for how merfolk live out their lives. Outcomes depend heavily on the choices each of us make, right and wrong. Personal decisions are out of your hands entirely. Like it or not, you don't control everything or everybody. You are not a god."
"I never claimed to be!” grumped the Merking. “That'd make me a megalomaniac. What I am is the closest approximation we Cetari have to a divinity that listens to and answers their prayers."
"Be that as it may, even you can't influence how somebody dies."
Ahlegra unwittingly validated Lasbow's argument. “I did,” he rebutted, recounting how he shamefully fled Atlantis, fearing the unmet kraken and the awful doom it represented. “Denying the White Whale its quarry made it cast about for a fresh victim and it hooked poor Ochar."
Ahlegra shook her head confusedly. “That doesn't make sense, Lasbow. Going by your reckoning, she was likely dead in the water before you even reached Atlantis. So your actions could not have precipitated her demise, since they took place after, and not before, the Sea Witch's passing."
"Why must you constantly think ill of her, even in death?"
"It's not Ochar I detest, rather what she represented."
"And what might that be ... senility?"
"Elderliness."
Lasbow gained upsetting insight into his fiancée's previously baseless prejudice. Ahlegra's personal exposure to older merfolk had been living under the same rocky roof as her abusive, domineering stepfather. Small wonder she resents geriatrics.
"I take it you won't be looking forward to us growing old together then,” he said, injecting a bit of much needed humour into their sombre discourse.
"For you, I'll make an exception,” Ahlegra replied, smirking puckishly. “If one thing Mother has taught me, it's not to live in the past. Dwelling on an unpleasant event does no good. Ochar is gone and no matter how much you beat yourself up over it you cannot bring her back, just as I won't change my feelings toward her. You need to focus on the present, my love. Has the White Whale reappeared since your return?"
"Thankfully, no."
"That's a starting place then.” She closed with him warily, expecting to be rebuffed. When Lasbow said and did nothing to reject her advance, she neared to within kissing distance of the glum Merking. “Since the whale obviously didn't go away empty-handed, you must now be in the clear. Move on from that."
Gazing hard at Ahlegra, Lasbow was astounded to see Lorea glaring audaciously back at him. Rubbing his disbelieving eyes returned the softer Merprincess to his vision, but left him with the understanding that beneath Ahlegra's placid exterior lay a mermaid hardier than stone. She was clearly his rock.
"Now that you know my shame, do you still want to wed a cowardly lionfish such as my sorry self?” he dourly said.
She wrapped his hands in hers. “I'm not marrying a coward. You faced a terrible dread and conquered it."
"But I swam away in fear!"
"Only because it made sense not to press your luck,” she said soothingly. “That speaks to me of a merman with smarts, of a Merking who clears a channel for his willing subjects to finish dredging."
"I suppose you might be right,” Lasbow grudgingly conceded, too used to leading from the forefront to completely surrender his deeds to propriety.
"There is yet one fear for you to face,” Ahlegra added.
Lasbow perked up, eager to prove he would not back away from another challenge anytime soon.
"The moment is rapidly nearing to confront every bachelor's nightmare ... marriage."
Grabbing her about the waist, the Merking pulled the astute Merprincess close. “That's one horror I have no trouble going fluke to fluke with. How can I help with the wedding?"
Ahlegra fixed him with a mock scowl. “By showing up. After all, you are one of the two principal participants."


Chapter Twenty EightFrom the engineering room directly below the Kennel, Norton watched his pet anonymously, his only eye fixed on Durgay. Tapping into one of Dog's myriad imaging sensors, he had the live feed relayed to the row of five monitors perched atop a wall mounted console, the black and white picture brightening the centremost screen. Sharp and clear, the telecast only darkened the mood of the separated merman's plight. Disconnected and alone, huddled behind loose cabling in a watery prison of stabbing lights and unnerving shadows, he looked every inch the condemned man locked in a 1940"s gangster movie.
"Is there something interesting in the box, Norton?"
Rotating his head, the manbot addressed the multi-armed, stilt-legged worker droid industriously dissecting the blob of melted hardware sitting on the steel workbench planted in the middle of the cluttered workshop. “That's on the box and it's the only channel worth watching at present. How's the salvage coming along?"
"Steadily."
Cutting through the solid mass of fused plastic and metal with a laser cutter attachment, Dog felt something akin to satisfaction. The physical sensations that came from periodically occupying a many-limbed robotic body, as opposed to being perpetually mantled with the formless systems-wide complexities of the Station, actually brought the unique Artificial Intelligence a near sense of enjoyment. Much like Norton's joy at piloting.
"Can't you give me a more concrete time frame?"
"Not when I am dealing with gelled alloys and polymers.” After spreading the surface incision apart with inbuilt retractors, Dog's scalpel of concentrated blue light began cutting deeper into the shrunken remains of the missile control station, heightening his contentment.
Returning his gaze to Durgay's confinement, Abe tapped the screen with a metal fingertip, mulling over how best to exploit his prize.
Able to talk and work simultaneously, Dog intruded on the manbot's musing. “Television is a human relaxation I cannot comprehend. People transfixed watching grouped pixels for entertainment purposes defies logic."
"Your bafflement surprises me,” Norton remarked, eye glued to the viewscreen. Durgay, inching out from behind his shield of cables, appeared to be overcoming his innate fears. “You're prime function is as a monitoring unit. It's your job to watch situations continuously at this facility. You are the ultimate viewer."
"I maintain an electronic surveillance."
"Assisted by those many, many strategically placed camera lozenges. Face it, Dog. You're a voyeur."
Ignoring the indictment, the mainframe concentrated on gutting the blob. Slitting open the internal mess of dissolved wiring and circuitry, Dog ripped open the slash wider and reached in. Rummaging around for several long minutes, the touch-sensitive tips of one of his body's six manipulators eventually closed upon a miniature black square no bigger than a matchbox lodged deep inside a maze of gooey circuits. Delicately seizing hold of his quest, Dog unceremoniously yanked the black box out of its cocoon.
"I have extracted the CPU,” he informed Norton, removing the “brain” of the computer to the tabletop. Frayed wires trailed from the miniaturised unit like severed nerves.
This time Norton swivelled his entire midsection to appraise the gangly droid and his valuable find. “How does it look?"
"Surprisingly intact."
"That's no shock. It's a military grade component. They built them tough enough to survive even small explosions."
"That may be, but the burning propellant generated a temperature spike in the compartment of almost three thousand degrees. There is a high probability that the central processing unit suffered internal heat damage as a result, compromising, if not destroying, its viability."
"Extract any operating data that is retrievable,” Norton commanded. “I'll determine the usefulness of whatever information has survived."
Wiring up flattened diagnostic cables to the superficially undamaged CPU, Dog initiated the series of tests to ascertain just how functional it was. To the amazement of both mobile machines, the results showed 60% of the data stored within remained not only accessible but also apparently usable.
"But will what's left be sufficient to fire my smart bullet out of the gun barrel?” Abe pondered. “Download junior into a fresh console and get him operational."
"That will necessitate reconfiguring certain subroutines to make feasible the integration of the foreign subsystems."
"Are you telling me military computers speak a different version of binary to civilian models?"
"Only as a security precaution. Would you expect a Russian to understand an American without benefit of an interpreter?"
The CPU gripped carefully in a set of his lower pincers, Dog stepped over to the single workstation set against the end wall. Originally used by the chief engineer, the mainframe took possession of the mini console and started dismantling it, removing the case to get at the printed circuit boards inside.
Norton felt oddly disgruntled observing the droid walk the length of the workshop in its stilted, two-legged gait. Thinking of himself as the premier metal walker, he disapproved of the competition. His was an irrational envy. “I'll get back to watching the telly,” he informed Dog. “Buzz me the second you complete the transfer."
The camera in the submarine hangar panned, catching Durgay taking a wary interest in the parked submersible shaped like a silhouetted squid. Made curious by the prying merman, Norton watched him sidle up to the undersea craft, drawn to its strangeness.
"Dog, patch me into the personal address system down in the hangar bay."
Capable of multitasking with the briskness of a busy housewife, the cybernate complied instantly. “It is enabled and can be accessed by your voice command."
"And while you're at it, power up Sea Dog."
"In preparation to launch?"
Leaning closer to the viewscreen, Norton's eye lens flickered with something akin to mischief as Durgay went to poke the submersible's flexible metal skinning. “Nah. So I can play a practical joke."
* * * *The unsettling hum which signified the life lighting up the beast's huge glassy eye also vibrated the water around the titan's girth, making Durgay snatch back his inquisitive hand and hightail it back to the dubious safeness of the tangled cables.
The kraken was merely slumbering!
Panicking, with no better weapons than his bare hands, the disgraced Fisher seeking redemption quailed before the fearsome sea monster of Cetari legend. Evading a stalking megashark had been a fluke. Stuck in this nightmarish place alone, deserted by his faith, Durgay rightly despaired.
That was when the mocking, metallic laughter wafted through the tank.
"Hah. Not sacred of my pet waking up are you, Em Two?"
Never taking his frightened gaze off the enlivened leviathan, Durgay clicked with peeved loudness. “Nupterus ... Norton ... whoever, whatever you are, what the devilfish are you playing at?"
"Keeping your on your toes. That saying would have more meaning had you feet, but you get my gist. Appearances can be deceiving."
"That describes you rightly enough, you duper. What right have you to keep me from my friends?"
"We've already covered this. But if you insist on going over it again, fine with me. Repetition remains the best learning method.
"I made your forbears from the seafloor up and that makes their descendants, you lot, my property too. Possession is nine-tenths of the law, and nobody's more possessed than me. Granted, I'm not the shining idol you were expecting, but I have at my disposal the might you're seeking. Don't forget, Em Two, you came to me. I'm pleased you did, but in doing so the rules have changed. In my realm, the power rests solely in my hands. The faster you get used to that, the better we'll get along."
"You still mean to help us?"
"My aid was never in doubt."
"What of the kraken?"
"You mean Sea Dog? He obeys me alone. I'll keep him on a tight leash. He won't harm you, Em Two."
"My name is Durgay, formerly a Castle Rock Seaguardian, of late a rogue Fisher."
"And now you'll answer only to Em-Two. Of your companions, the first male snared becomes Em-One and the female Eff-One. Identities are irrelevant amongst you. Numbers are the universal language."
Having no idea what Norton was spouting, Durgay focused on what he could grasp. “You singled me out for a reason."
"Yes. To pick your brains."
The Fisher hoped Norton spoke only metaphorically.
"But that'll have to wait awhile. Meantime, feel free to explore the hangar. Just don't touch anything. Dog hates it when his gadgets are fiddled with. Who knows, you might become pally with Sea Dog."
Durgay cast his dubious gaze over the manmade kraken. “Don't bank on it. I've never been a dogfish person."
"We have that in common,” said Norton. “I always was a cat lover."
* * * *"That whole conversation seemed pointless, Norton."
"And you're such an expert on human relations,” Abe said, facing the droid embodying Dog's computerised consciousness. Leaning against the console, arms folded, the manbot's pose echoed his past humanity. “It's called psychology. Putting the subject at ease, associating with his likes or dislikes, makes him more compliant."
"I conjectured you might be going soft."
"I'm built out of titanium, not aluminium. There's no way I'll soften."
The cybernate actually, disturbingly, laughed. “Abe Norton, every day you are sounding more and more like a machine."
"That's probably because I'm increasingly feeling like a damn robot ... and acting like one.” As if to prove his unhappy point the manbot plugged directly into the console via his finger point.
"You could have requested me to access my mainframe for you."
"I prefer doing stuff for myself from time to time. I like to retain a shred of independence."
"The word for human stubbornness."
Regretting encouraging Dog to start thinking deeper, Norton pulled up the data stream he had accessed on the viewscreen adjoining The Durgay Show. Privacy was his motivation to act independently of the pervasive cybernate.
Reviewing the encrypted information transmitting from the onboard sensor housed in the nosecone of the missile sitting innocuously on its hardened silo launch pad palled Norton's mood. As he had banked on, emergency safety systems dumped propellant from the cracked fuel tank into the missile the instant the fracture grew large enough to register itself as a hazard. But the resulting explosion that destroyed the pump and activated the safety seal averting the mutual destruction of the missile prevented a complete transfer of fuel to the nuke carrier. The rocket's electronic gauge showed the tank only quarter full.
"Hopefully that'll be sufficient juice to set my bird smack down in Landhopper central,” Abe muttered. Divine retribution might still lie within his grasp.
Garbled synthesised words, sounding like a played audio tape stuck on fast forward, alerted him to Dog's faster-than-expected success at reclaiming the fried missile computer's blasted memory. “Sounds like you've revived Felix."
"You personalised the missile computer with a name?"
"Naturally. It improves interfacing no end."
"Yet you apportion your biologic creations a mere classification number each."
"I could go back to calling you by your serial number, but Ex-Pee-Cee-Aye-Oh-Oh-Three always was a bit of a mouthful."
By the time Abe sauntered over to the cannibalised workstation hosting the missile comp-brain, Dog had slowed the fusion of electronic words, though the stream remained unintelligible. “Its speaker interface remains indecipherable."
"What about audio? Can he understand me if I speak to him using the console mike?"
"Affirmative, but replies will be limited to onscreen typeface."
"I'll take what I can get.” Leaning into the strand of microphone sticking up out of the desktop like an errant weed, Dog asked, “Felix, can you hear me?"
Yes appeared on the monitor.
"Do you recognise my voice? Do you know who I am?"
Dada.
"What was that?"
Felix lost, dada. Felix lost in dark.
"Dog, he's spouting babyish. What's wrong with him?"
"He is seemingly displaying the effects of a psychogenic meltdown."
"A psychotic break? Machines don't suffer mental breakdowns."
"The cybernate brain is synthetically modelled on the human cerebrum. Mimicking organic minds reproduces human neurosis too."
"This is news to me. Your designers neglected to mention they were also recreating human idiosyncrasies. Did they install a continuously running, inbuilt psychoanalysis program to counter these side effects? Are you acting as your own shrink?"
The irony escaped Dog. “Synthetic chemicals suppress the development of artificial psychoses."
"And your sense of humour all these years. So the fire destroyed Felix's suppressants, turning him into this retard.” Dog thumped a metal fist against his head “It makes no sense! Nearly two-thirds of his memory is intact. There's been medical cases of a person losing half their brain and remaining a functional human being."
"The files pertaining to core processes are certainly intact,” agreed Dog, “but those governing comprehension sustained severe damage."
Felix sore.
Staring dumbly at the screen, Norton was amazed. “Surely he can't be feeling pain?"
"That is curious,” admitted Dog, unable to speculate.
"How bad is his retardation?"
"I compute he has the mental age comparable to that of a human child."
"Infant or toddler?"
"Unknown. My experience of miniature humans is limited."
"Does he retain enough brains to fly my missile?"
"I would not let a baby pilot a rocket."
"Then you need to adopt Felix. Assume custody, incorporate his files into your own matrix and override the damaged parts."
"Such a procedure is inadvisable. His surviving systems could irretrievably crash. All his files are steadily degrading. Based on the current rate of decay, data will be completely erased within twenty-four hours."
"You resurrected Felix only to tell me that he's terminal? Dog, you make a lousy doctor."
Felix want dada.
"What do you propose I do with him?” muttered Norton, sick of having more questions asked than answered.
"Babysitting Felix is a logical course of action."
"You're the Station's minder,” Norton said, quick to pass the buck.
"Negative. That task falls to you, dada."
Grudgingly accepting his glaring parental responsibilities, Norton ordered Dog to transfer the infantile Felix to the workstation in his quarters. “Looks like I'm going to be a homebody for a while."
"What of the Aquapeople?"
"Set up monitoring facilities in my rooms. I'll conduct all my business from there. And get out of that ridiculous droid body. You look like a giant cockroach."
"Norton, I am curious. Why the name Felix?"
"It's a good cat's name."
Dog struggled to comprehend.
"They make better pets than dogs,” Norton said, laughing scornfully as he walked away.
* * * *Eskaa was in heaven, a fitting place now he was god.
In actuality, he reclined upon the flax mats carpeting the Dokran Teh's former residence, waited on hand and foot by adoring female worshippers. Transfiguring into a deity had upped his desirability. One of the handmaidens fanned him with a palm frond, wafting a cooling breeze over his godliness. The coconut butter candles lighting the gloomy roundhouse flickered accordingly.
Sounds of primitive industry filtered through from outside; the rhythmic chink of stone hammers falling, the creaks of the overloaded bamboo scaffolding flexing dangerously, the guttural orders of bellowing overseers, the tired grunts from overworked labourers. The facelift of the crude palace proceeded apace. Haulers were lugging obsidian tiles upslope by the basketful to the compound, where workers feverishly glued the black squares into place on the exterior of the rock igloo.
Out in the evaporating jungle carvers logged the precious few inland trees left, fashioning the cut boles into elongated likenesses of their new god. Eskaa effigies were also springing up in miniature form, crafted from the timber leftovers. Not a single scrap of wood was wasted. Recycling was in vogue too. Sculptors were cannibalising the idols of the deposed Elementals, reshaping the black-stained mangrove wood into suitable exaggerations of the deified Subos: Eskaa the Growler, Eskaa the Prowler, Eskaa the Fowler, not forgetting Eskaa the Scowler.
Over all these working parties, the Shurpeha maintained a supervisory presence. More than Eskaa's hired muscle, they were his eyes and ears. Big Brothers watched constantly, always ready to punish the blasphemous.
"Might I approach and enter, my Lord."
Eskaa stirred. The enquiring voice belonged to his newly appointed First Discipline. His presence meant trouble on Eskaa's doorstep. Ulobb was left firm instructions to interrupt his godly master only in the direst emergency. “You might as well finish off disturbing my afternoon by coming inside,” Eskaa grumbled.
Passing the dismissed female devotees on their way out, Ulobb prostrated himself before his lord and god. Leaning upon his elbows, Eskaa bade the burly Leaper rise and sit up on his haunches. The feathered collar reserved for the Subos was an ill fit around Ulobb's thick neck, as evidenced by him pulling at the overly tight cord with a nervous finger.
"Whatever the problem, it is obviously something you can't handle, otherwise you wouldn't be bothering me,” Eskaa accused him. “So spit it out. What is it you need your god to fix?"
"The weather, if it pleases you, my lord."
Eskaa did not miss hearing the nuance in Ulobb's petition; a hint of misgiving that challenged Eskaa's narrow trust in him.
Subos and Shurpeha commander rolled into a single, indivisible role, Ulobb the warrior-priest quickly grasped the value of religion as a tool of political power and wielded his newfound authority craftily for his own advancement. He viewed Eskaa through undiluted eyes, seeing the idolised Landhopper for what he really was—a cleverly manipulative individual who exploited belief by preying upon believers. But Eskaa amply rewarded those amongst the faithful that willingly muddied their hands carrying out his dirty work. And lately there was no Piawro dirtier than Ulobb. He captained the Shurpeha mercilessly and, through them, brutalised the unfaithful into submission.
"Exactly what aspect of the weather do you want me to rectify, Ulobb?"
"A little less wind would make life pleasanter, my lord."
Laughing, Eskaa disdained his request. “Not for me it won't. The wind doesn't bother me here in my temple."
"But it hampers the work of the faithful,” argued Ulobb, sensibly avoiding eye contact with Eskaa. He had not come to challenge his god, merely lobby for Eskaa's counsel. “The wind is playing havoc with the remodelling. It keeps blowing tiles off the outside walls."
"Try using stronger glue,” Eskaa blandly suggested.
"And the fishing catch is down substantially because of it.” Eskaa glared wonderingly at Ulobb, who obligingly elucidated. “Big waves keep tipping over the canoes."
"How is that a problem? Fish live under the waves. You don't need a boat to go diving in after them."
"But they are handy for shipping the catch home to Lunder."
Eskaa nibbled at a piece of coconut root to settle his complaining stomach. The rich food of late had afflicted him with intestinal pains and dysentery. A god could not even avoid sickness. “So you expect me to make the wind die down, hmmm?"
"If that is your will, my lord."
Ulobb pussyfooted around the reality that the only power at Eskaa's command was his gift of the gab. Even before the Subos’ rise to god status, he had deduced Eskaa possessed no magic. That power of observation was what marked Ulobb special, facilitating his rapid rise through the ranks. Plus, the fact two job openings were going begging. Eskaa the God could no more control the weather than turn water into coconut milk, but for the sake of stability Ulobb played along.
"Hop with me, Ulobb."
Eskaa led him out into a day roofed by a high overcast. Ulobb's strong breeze gusted fitfully through the compound, carrying on its invisible wings the sting of salt spray, adding to the misery of the toiling workers. At sight of their god hopping amongst them they began to lose cohesion, knocking over bowls, spilling glue and tiles in their grovelling and genuflecting. The Piawro were a doubly enslaved race. First, to Eskaa's fixation with conquering the Fish-with-Hands, then pandering to his obsessive need to be adulated.
Paying them scant regard while Ulobb made a vocal show of exhorting his Shurpeha overseers to whip them smartly back into place, Eskaa carried on down the fenced path leading away from the roundhouse. He also did not care enough to notice the sharpened points topping the adjacent bamboo fencing were supplemented by razor obsidian tips as an added deterrent to keep zealous well-wishers from clambering into the temple grounds.
It also served to dissuade would-be assassins from attempting to slay a god. There remained Climbers resentful of Eskaa's unstoppable rise to ultimate power. Ulobb had yet to root them all out, so careful were they at masking their hatred. But he vowed to expose and execute them all. Eventually.
Hopping to keep up, Ulobb watched as his master leapt atop the flat roof of the square-house undergoing conversion from the Temple of the Elementals into the House of the One God. Puzzled, he remained on the ground, shifting unsurely from one foot to the other.
"Just don't loiter there stupidly like a fat toad, Ulobb. Get up here with me."
When his chief lackey had joined him, Eskaa gazed out over the ravaged island seawards, taking in the white-flecked western ocean. Only yesterday he had viewed the same vista, studying a mass of clouds steamrollering the horizon, obscuring the junction of sea and sky with its roiling whiteness. Today, the raging storm front had clearly drawn nearer, approaching with turbulent rapidness. Overhead, low clouds streaked by like streamers below the overcast, foretelling the ferocity to come.
"Behold, Ulobb! I am bringing a storm of judgement that will test the faithful and doom the unworthy. Which are you?"
"Counted highest amongst the blessed,” Ulobb arrogantly stated, hoping Eskaa would not contradict him.
Thunderstorms were a natural phenomenon and if Eskaa wanted to stage a performance in the rain, it was his prerogative to do so. Ulobb would stay onside and follow his master's lead. What he failed to realise was the severity of the blow about to batter Lunder Atoll.
"Have the acolytes provision my temple with as much food and water they can cram inside, and then place guards over the entrance. Next, gather up our most trusted and loyal Shurpeha. From their ranks, select the six worthiest to weather out the storm with us in the roundhouse. The rest will have to make do the best they can when the big winds hit. I'll pick myself the four handmaidens I want sheltered as well. The two Climbers needed I will leave you to choose. I strongly recommend that you consider choosing from amongst the sculptors reworking the Elemental statues. Their initiative is inspiring."
This was going too fast for Ulobb. “All this preparation for a shower, my lord?"
"Look out to sea, imbecile! Does that seem like a simple rainstorm blotting the horizon?” Eskaa excelled at weather divination and rightly forecasted trouble. “Winds capable of uprooting the meagre trees left on this rock are going to rage across Lunder. Anyone caught out in the open, and there are plenty of spaces without precious cover, will get blown away!"
A nearby Shurpeha heard Eskaa's dire prediction and blinked nervously.
Lowering his voice, Eskaa pointed out to Ulobb, “This building beneath our feet, plus the one next-door, are the only places of refuge on the atoll. If you want to survive, you'll not question your god."
"Forgive me, Lord Eskaa."
"That's more like it. You are valued, Ulobb. It would pain me having to replace you."
"I am touched that you show such regard for my welfare"
"Don't be. I'd hate to be inconvenienced. You're no doubt wondering about me sparing a couple of wretched Climbers. Call it vanity on my part. I want artists to keep sculpting my image in the aftermath."
His skin paling in colour and drying out, Ulobb trembled before Eskaa's practicality.
Amused by his minion's realisation that he truly held Ulobb's life, and the lives of all the islanders, in his ungodly hands, Eskaa's eyes glinted evilly. “You look shocked. Naturally, there'll be survivors. A great majority will be wiped out, but a worthy few should manage to ride out the storm's fury unprotected. Only the godless perish.
"That's the tale you will spread, my dedicated warrior-priest. The coming tempest sorts the wheat from the chaff. Lunder is badly overpopulated. The big blow will cull the weak, the old and the young, leaving in its passage the strong, granting only the truest believers survival. Preach to the masses that is what I ordain."
"You won't tell them yourself, my lord?"
"You are my mouthpiece, faithful Ulobb. I'll not demean myself speaking to the flock directly.” Aloofness projects an air of mystique theorised Eskaa. “Carry out your tasks in haste, First Disciple. The storm will be upon us within a day."
Bowing, Ulobb jumped from the roof, focused on his own survival first and foremost. A last minute addition from Eskaa halted him mid-hop down the earthen path.
"Oh, and get some wooden doors knocked up for the palace entryways."
"To act as storm shutters,” Ulobb surmised.
"To lock out the rabble,” corrected Eskaa. “That bamboo fence behind you won't do the job once it's blown over."


Chapter Twenty Nine"Can possibly anything else go against my plan!"
Norton was unhappily referring to the fuzzy satellite imagery currently beaming from orbit directly into his quarters.
Dada mad.
"Yes, Felix, Dada's mad. I've gone off being a dog lover."
The televised picture from space, courtesy of Seeing-Eye Dog and displayed in real-time on Norton's private viewscreen, depicted a tiny pinwheel in stop motion. It spiralled in majestic slowness, deceptively small and serene.
"Dog, I know you are monitoring this. Calculate the dimensions of that hurricane."
The cybernate had anticipated Norton's request for analysis. “Based on database comparisons with the present photographic evidence, I estimate the rainbands spread out one thousand miles. I cannot compute more precisely due to poor image quality."
"Old age is making Seeing-Eye Dog go blind,” Norton bleakly kidded.
His wisecrack was bang on the mark. The satellite was operating well beyond its design life, and failing. Norton had no need to ask Dog about the status of the platform's infrared sensors. If the simple optical cameras were not shooting at full capacity, he seriously doubted the more sophisticated surveillance systems, the only detectors capable of penetrating the spinning cloud cover, were working at all. So much for Dog's assertion that the orbital sensor suite was primed and ready to shoot. Buried beneath the swirling cyclonic forces squatted the target of Norton's fury. There would be no low orbit reconnaissance of the Landhopper island anytime soon.
"I have further estimated that there is the highest probability of the storm developing into a Category-Five event."
"Predicted wind speed?"
"In excess of one hundred and forty miles per hour, accompanied by an exceedingly heavy storm surge."
"Enough to flood an atoll?"
"In all probability."
"I don't want probabilities, Dog. I want certainties!"
The hurricane will certainly wreak significant environmental damage on the islands lying directly in its path."
"And kill how many Landhoppers?"
"I cannot make that projection without knowing the island's population density."
"We've been down this road before. Assume they breed like rabbits and make a guess."
"The estimable death toll will likely be in the thousands, perhaps even the tens of thousands."
"But not everybody will die."
"The denser the population, the greater the chance of survivors. Even the severest storm is not a total eradicator of life."
"But I know what is.” Fixating on the viewscreen, Norton asked, “Is the resolution of the satellite image good enough for you to plot distances?"
Dog computed in suspenseful silence. “Even making compensations for distortion, I project only seventy-nine per cent accuracy,” he finally said.
"Another case of me having to make do with defective machinery,” Norton groused. “Get to work and determine the diameter of the eye and roughly when it'll make landfall on Landhopper isle. There's a small window of opportunity and we'll only get the one shot at it."
Dada. Felix want to play. Dada play with Felix.
"Soon, my boy. Very soon,” promised Norton, patting the top of the monitor affectionately.
* * * *Left alone with his fears, Durgay did not master them but quelled his anxieties enough to no longer be frightened silly. Fretting was pointless. Najoli floated beyond his reach, yet she was safe enough within the bowels of this island of ice. Norton, alias Nupterus, was not the totally unfeeling monster image he projected. He genuinely cared for his creations, in his own cold-hearted, possessive manner. Going by Norton's demonstrations already, Durgay did not doubt for an instant that the false god could back up his claims of power with action.
The Landhoppers were in for an unpleasant surprise.
Biting off the head of a thawed out cod, Durgay overcame his dislike of defrosted fish and tucked into his newly provided snack. Fresh was better than frozen, but living inside a freezer meant everything wound up iced over.
As he chewed within his protective cage of unravelled cabling, Durgay pondered the beastly kraken. The light of life had left its huge globular eye and, true to his word, Norton kept his pet under restraint. But even sharks slept with their black eyes wide open and they had a dangerous habit of waking explosively without warning.
Made sleepy by his meal and the boredom stemming from nothing else to do but wait for Norton to notice him again, Durgay nodded off. He slumbered lightly, ready to snap instantly awake. There were lessons to be learnt from sharks.
"Time to resume our chat, Em-Two."
Durgay roused himself in response to Norton's intruding voice. “What do you want to ask of me?"
"Straight to the point. Good,” said the unseen manbot, “because time is of the essence and we can't afford to waste a single second of it. You've been to Landhopper isle."
"I was briefly their honoured guest,” Durgay admitted, making light of his capture.
"I'm aware they tortured you."
"They invited me to stay for lunch, only I declined to be the main course."
"Obviously you got away, which makes you resourceful. You'll need that sea-savvy for what I've got in mind. I'm restoring your freedom."
Durgay immediately grew chary. “As we Fishers say, “What's the catch?""
"I want you to run, or rather swim, an errand for me."
Brightened by the prospect of a return to the open ocean, Durgay's distrust wavered. “Sounds intriguing. What's involved?"
"Nothing too taxing. Delivering a rather potent gift, that's all."
The Fisher foolishly relaxed his guard completely. “Must be someplace down the coast,” he supposed, thinking he might be transporting a weapon to the resettled Cetari.
"Very perceptive of you, Em-Two. You're going to revisit the Landhoppers."
* * * *"You have no choice. There is no other way. This you must realise."
Durgay was not sure he completely grasped what was being asked, no, demanded of him, even after Norton's explanation.
"You want me to swim into the lair of the Landhoppers and drop off a pearl,” he repeated dubiously. “It's suicidal."
"You escaped from there once before."
"That was a fluke."
"I don't care how you get away, or if you even do make it out. Your going is the only available recourse.
The pretend god had explained it thoroughly. Due to the immense distances involved, Norton required a fixture of greater intensity than mere Landhopper vileness to target his wrath upon in order to smite their accursed isle. He would concentrate that allure into a charm, likening it to an oyster pearl for Durgay's understanding. But in order for the reprisal to be most effective, it needed to be deposited on the bottom of the atoll's lagoon. The kraken was too big to accomplish this and Norton had no other mechanical pets left at his disposal capable of achieving such an ambitious penetration.
Which left only Durgay, the sole merman living and at his disposal who possessed the greatest firsthand knowledge of Harvest Shallows.
"It's such a long way to swim,” he murmured bleakly.
"I will assist you to journey there,” Norton said cryptically. “But haste is paramount. You must leave now."
"I'll go, after I take a final look upon Najoli."
"There isn't time to indulge your feelings!” Norton coldly hissed.
"I want to tell her goodbye."
"And by doing so risk your mortal enemies rising again,” argued Norton. “If they are to be destroyed by my hand, I can only do it now. Don't stuff this up, Em-Two. If you want to see the Landhoppers exterminated, you must depart quickly."
"You're sure this is the best chance?"
"This is our only chance."
Love warred with duty in Durgay's confused mind. Najoli meant the seaworld to him, but the future peace and prosperity of the Cetari seemed to rest entirely on his unworthy shoulders. In the end, destiny won out over personal happiness.
"Promise me she'll be treated like a Merprincess."
"Eff-One will be treasured. She's extremely valuable to me."
"I just want her cared for."
"Oh, she will be. I guarantee that."
For some unfathomable reason Norton's assurance bothered Durgay. But what could he do about it? Since arriving at the Ice Station his life was no longer his to manage. Norton ultimately governed the fates of all Cetari, but controlled Durgay and the others directly. He hated the thought of being parted from Najoli, of leaving her in the company of that younger merman. Still, Jumo was nearer her own age...
"The biological clock is ticking,” Norton prompted him.
Durgay, having no idea what that meant, picked up on the mounting urgency inflecting Norton's contrived voice. “So be it. Let's get underway."
Norton laughed in that mirthless, infuriating chuckle of his. “I swear you won't like what comes next."
"I haven't much liked anything of what has happened to me since finding this place."
"How do you feel about getting eaten then?"
* * * *Sea Dog cruised out of the submarine dock and briskly cleared the hangar doors, entering the polar sea. Diving decisively to avoid iceberg entanglements, the machine inspired by and mimicking squids quickly gathered speed and depth.
And all the while Durgay was lodged sedated in its dark, dank belly like undigested food.
Showing great restraint not to personally assume piloting of the submersible, Abe Norton turned away from the console and left the view of the emptied undersea dock on the monitor screen. Sea Dog's onboard computer brain had captained the craft without incident countless times before. He would have to trust it to do so again.
But so much is at stake, and the timing for everything critical.
"Is Sea Dog getting up to speed?"
"Velocity is at fifty knots and increasing,” Dog verified. “The submersible is accelerating within operational parameters."
"That sub will have to exceed design specifications if it's going to deliver its cargo on time. Once Sea Dog clears the ice field, crank the reactor up to ninety-nine per cent capacity."
"Such power yield is dangerously high."
"But still within safety margins,” stated Norton. “I want energy output maximised without melting the reactor or frying Em-Two."
"I am sure it is his wish not to be irradiated either."
"Stop trying to crack jokes and keep supervising Sea Dog's command computer,” ordered Norton. “We can't afford to mess this up."
"The submersible may disintegrate. It has never been pushed to its maximum design speed."
"Then today is a good time to test it out. How long is it again until Sea Dog reaches the target?"
"Twenty-two point five hours."
"That'll be cutting it fine.
"I cannot predict with certainty if the satellite's instruments will detect the tracking beacon when it is in place on the atoll. It is not a spy satellite and lacks pinpoint accuracy."
"Seeing-eye Dog was not just a weather watcher. It was also utilised for geological surveying. It'll pick up any broad-spectrum ground metal. At least I hope it will, once you patch up its wonky sensor array."
"You have calculated flight time for the missile?"
"Ten, fifteen minutes at most to the target from here."
"Felix will be critically impaired by then."
"But I'm hoping he'll be no dummy."
* * * *Nine hours later found Sea Dog streaking parallel to the eastern Atlantic seaboard. Propelled by a similar mode of jet propulsion to that used by the squids whose general body plan it emulated, funnelling seawater into a frontal siphon and expelling it out the back at higher pressure, that simplistic form of locomotion turned Sea Dog into an aquatic greyhound. The boosted submersible was speeding at the breakneck speed of 400 knots in fifty feet of water a few miles offshore. The commotion of its passage did not go unnoticed or unreported.
"The trawling party is sure of what they saw?” Lasbow pressed Brost, his hopes rising.
The Seaguard captain remained adamant about his account. “The Fishers swear to it. The monster they witnessed hightailing it south could not have been anything but the kraken. Its appearance fit the description of legend.
"That's not the oddest thing, Sire. They marked the beast as coming from the north. It was moving much more rapidly than the swiftest sailfish."
Lasbow showed more interest in the titan's direction than speed. “Brost, would it be a stretch of the imagination to assume the kraken's home range is in the polar seas and not hereabouts?"
The lead Seaguardian weighed the Merking's suggestion. The top two mermen floated in the battered skyscraper's lobby where King Lasbow had set up temporary court, illuminated in the bobbing glow cast by strings of light-fish lamps. All about them merwomen bustled, clearing away sediment and debris from the lower floors of Atlantis, helped by those mermales not tasked with fishing or patrolling their new borders.
"That's an assumption I'm not happy to make myself, Sire. Guessing wrong might have lethal repercussions later on."
Lasbow smirked at Brost's hesitancy. “Hard to shake a scout's cautiousness, eh?"
Brost grinned sheepishly back.
"Prudence is admirable, Captain, but in this case I'm prepared to ignore it. The clearance party searched this stack from bottom to top and found no evidence of a kraken nest. An abundance of unafraid fishes in the area confirms there is no predator of noteworthy size in residence. Factor in your fresh report, and I'll confidently predict the kraken's territory lies in colder, northern waters."
"What of Spid's brush with death?” worried Brost.
"A chance encounter,” Lasbow supposed.
"The myths are clear. Atlantis is the haunt of the kraken. It belongs here."
"Apparently not anymore,” said the Merking. “We moved caves. Maybe it did too. I'll consult the Fishers, but my personal view is that the kraken uses this part of the coast as an infrequent hunting spot. Spid and his partner just happened to get in its way while it was visiting."
"Then it's likely to reappear sometime."
"And when it does we'll discourage it, like we do to nosey sharks."
Brost was not so reassured. “Sire, it's at least as big as a megashark, if not bigger. A cordon of tridents might not thwart it."
Patting the captain's shoulder, Lasbow counselled, “Nothing good in life ever comes easy."
Just then, Princess Ahlegra came swimming elegantly around the corner, attended by a bevy of her mother's handmaidens.
"Welcome news, dear,” Lasbow clicked, by doing so calling her over. Her satellites went their separate ways on individual assignments.
Waving off Brost's courteous bow, the Merprincess smiled at him. “There's no need to float on ceremony, Captain. It's obvious that formal court won't be in session for a while.” She snared Lasbow's gaze. “The news I'd most welcome is that you've found a way to speed up the cleanup of this dump. There's mud everywhere. This tip isn't fit for a pigfish!"
Flashes of Ahlegra's waspish sister reappeared. Lasbow hoped his news bulletin would placate her. “The kraken threat has lessened considerably. It's been sighted migrating south at high speed. I'm not expecting it to resurface anywhere nearby."
"At least the monster won't gatecrash my wedding,” Ahlegra said, mildly appeased. “Not that there's much chance of that taking place in this mess."
"Aren't we holding the ceremony outside, dearest?"
"But the reception will be in here! Whenever that's ready."
Unable to win this argument, Lasbow resumed talking to Brost. “Go tell the Seaguard they can relax their patrols."
The captain glanced shiftily at Ahlegra. “Is that not premature, King Lasbow?"
"Not when word spreads at the same time that the kraken was seen leaving these waters in great haste. I sincerely doubt any snooping Landhoppers will be left in the area the beast charged through,” reasoned the Merking. None alive and sane, anyway. “In fact, I'll do the spreading myself. The Sea God knows our folk could use some cheering up. A day off cleaning to celebrate might be a welcome gesture."
When Lasbow made to leave, Ahlegra grabbed his shoulder. For a slip of a mergirl she had an amazingly strong grip. “Oh, no you don't, Your Majesty. You aren't going anywhere. Mother's eaten some bad fish and has taken to her seabed. You're filling in for her as my wedding planner."
Helpless, Lasbow looked imploringly at Brost.
"Don't worry, Sire. I'll pass on your regards to the manlier mermen,” the captain said on his way out, an impish smirk curling his mouth.


Chapter ThirtyDisgorging its revived cargo, the kraken closed the clamshell doors to its stark hold and wheeled smartly away. Caught in the sub's considerable turbulence, Durgay spun wildly about, furthering his disorientation. The Fisher's recent memories were of confusion and terror. He dreamt of being swallowed whole, a modern day Jonah and the Whale; trapped, immobile but partially awake, in the belly of the beast.
But it had been no nightmare.
Righting himself, Durgay glimpsed the swaying tentacles of his monstrous ride vanishing into the hazy near distance. That alone should have convinced him this was no dream. He clutched at the tiny orb of warm metal chained around his neck, pulsating with a miniature life all its own, additional proof that what he had experienced was indeed real.
Norton's instructions came flooding into his reeling mind, a hypnotic suggestion whispering to his brain that guaranteed his compliance.
Infiltrate the Landhopper lagoon. Plant the beacon. Let nothing and nobody stop you. You cannot fail. You must not fail. You will not fail.
Galvanised into doing the god-bot's bidding, Durgay swiftly found his bearings. The sprawling plinth of Lunder Atoll sloped away beneath him on his left, rooted in the sunless seabed thousands of feet below the reach of even his sound-sight. Pah Ocean brooded voluminously all around him. The kraken had regurgitated him on the western side of the island, as directed by its metal master.
Coasting over the skeletal Desolation Reef, Durgay straightaway made for the Surge. He had traversed this coral cemetery in daylight hours once before, what seemed a lifetime ago. Only this time he was alone, his sole encumbrance disloyal thoughts of morality.
All Landhoppers deserved to die. Durgay sincerely believed that. But wishing for the entire death of a race, desiring the annihilation of a species, was a seaworld away from the reality of being instrumental in bringing such genocide about. And Durgay was the implement of that malice. He was Norton's tool, his agent of destruction. More importantly, he was the focus of Cetari salvation.
Touching base again with his hatred for Princess Lorea's butchers, Durgay hardened the resolve to carry out his terrible, binding act. He would not let his sense of decency betray his merpeople. Norton was the presiding judge and Durgay would execute god's will. Even if the Sea God was now only an illusion of faith.
A horrible fear struck Durgay as he approached side-on to the tricky passage over the dead reef facilitating the only entry into the lagoon. Reading the adverse currents worsened his concern. The tide was running the wrong way, draining the lagoon's entrance! Durgay had no hope of crossing the waterless gap in the algal ridge without the cushion of water an incoming tide generated.
Waiting was not an option. Norton impressed, repeatedly, upon Durgay the magnitude of the situation. While the details stayed unclear in the Fisher's head, the pressure to perform as quickly as possible remained.
Making for the surface, Durgay noted how the underside of the sea looked ominously foamy the second before he breached, popping up into a maelstrom. Spume blanketed the shrieking air like snow. Monstrous winds howled their fury, agitating the ocean. Mountainous seas, latticed with foam, reared ugly and foreboding over the reef, cresting in 70 foot waves before rolling down in sprays of thundering whiteness that trembled the lifeless coral.
Caught by one such monster breaker, Durgay was flipped over and sucked backwards into the wave's spiralling vortex, corkscrewing violently. The brutal wave action ripped the pendant chain from the Fisher's neck, twisting his head cruelly. Despairing, he grabbed for the jewellery just as the mixer spat him out.
Sinking into the calmer subsurface water, his gill covers flapping excitedly from exertion and anxiety, Durgay opened his closed fist uncertainly. It was an enormous relief to see the marble-sized ball of latent power resting in his palm. Acting on impulse, he gobbled down the transmitter and swallowed it with a tortured gulp. Not trusting to hold it safe in his grip while braving the stormy Surge, Durgay figured there was no better way of keeping it close. If only it tasted yummier!
He remained submerged for several minutes, studying the immense, roiling wave patterns from beneath until satisfied he could anticipate their frequency and ride such a monster up and over the reef crest. The intensity of the underwater currents, the way the white bottom sands swirled with blinding ferociousness, persuaded Durgay it might prove less hazardous to travel into the lagoon topside. But if he judged his attempt wrongly, he would become ingrained on the reef top.
"Time to go hunting and here's me without even a trident,” he morosely whistled.
Steeling his frayed nerves, the Fisher thrust upward again with powerful flicks of his tail. He erupted from undersea with exquisite timing, twisting in midair and catching the forefront of a forming comber as he arced over and dropped. Prepared as he was for the impact, slammed by the familiar expression of oceanic power exploded the watery breath from Durgay's gills. Gasping in the spray-drenched air, he clenched his teeth and bodysurfed the sixteen-foot storm surge, riding it toward the algal ridge.
Abruptly expending its energy, the wave broke short of rolling over the barrier and dumped Durgay onto the razor coral. Bouncing along uncontrollably, the bony outgrowths shredding the skin on his back, arms and shoulders, the battered Fisher came to rest on his stomach. The spent wave receded, leaving pain to seep into Durgay's stunned awareness. Before he could groan in anguish a following wave thundered over him, the force of its collapse compressing his body into the unyielding coral. Blood mingled with the foaminess of the ebbing seawater, its redness stark against the white and grey of the seething ocean. Durgay quailed. Unless he got off the reef ridge, the super surf would pound him to death.
Weathering another crashing wave, he pulled himself gruellingly forward after the assaulting water receded, his strong fingers finding purchase in the corrugations of the coral. Hauling himself hand on over hand across the roof of Desolation Reef in between wave strikes was a Herculean effort made doubly arduous. The cruel coral grated the driven merman's underside into a bloody pulp, while the pounding surf hammered his back black and bluer.
Exhaustion rapidly overtook Durgay and his painfully sluggish crawl slowed to a dead stop. Raising his weary head only worsened the Fisher's distress. He was yards away from reaching the lagoon, the foreboding background presence of Mont Plaas mocking his insignificance and lack of achievement. Aching, bleeding, cut and bruised beyond recognition, beaten by the punishing surf, Durgay's head lolled as he pointlessly prayed to a god he no longer believed in.
Prayers do get answered and in Durgay's case it took the form of a twenty-five foot wave sweeping over the coral ridge, engulfing the Fisher in its raw power and bowling him over, so that he plopped anticlimactically into Harvest Shallows.
Only Durgay was not alone in the lagoon. Hundreds, if not thousands, of Landhoppers were sheltering from the storm's fierceness in the atoll's seawater moat, packed in like sardines. Plonked into their midst left Durgay no time to react, let alone escape. A multitude of pinching hands latched on to the wilted merman, immobilising him instantly. He faced getting chopped up into sushi then and there by ravenous amphibs were it not for the intervention of a sharp-eyed Shurpeha.
"Back, you sea slugs,” he croaked, warning them off with his obsidian tipped spear. His threatening behaviour attracted the interest of other Shurpeha nearby, aiding him in crowd control.
"What you got there, Sorkil? Lunch for us?” one of the helpers keeping back the rabble hungrily asked. His bearing a stone axe marked him as lower in rank than even Sorkil.
"Ulobb will want to see this one. Help me drag him out of the water and up on to the beach."
"Are you coconuts? That's a killer storm raging above us."
"And my spear will kill you just as readily. Make your choice. Die down here, right now, or take your chances with me on the sand. If I'm judging this situation right, we just might get to shelter in the palace as reward for our labours."
"Why didn't you simply say that in the first place? Grab its tail."
Dazed and enfeebled, Durgay allowed the Landhoppers to haul him out of the precious saltwater, knowing innately his removal was a death sentence. He barely cared. His strength of will battered past the point of recovery, he had always known he would make no return trip from the island. Lunder Atoll would become his place of death, alongside the wretched, unsuspecting Landhoppers. But he would die satisfied in more ways than one. Norton had seen to that.
"Give me that axe!” Sorkil demanded of his partner in crime.
Pain lanced the merman's brain and he reflexively thrashed about on the wet sand. A savage blow to the back of his skull mercifully dulled the unbearable sharpness cutting at the base of his tail, and Durgay slipped gratefully into unconsciousness.
Mercy had not guided the hand of Sorkil in striking the Fish-with-Hands with the flat of the axe head. It was practicality. After hacking off the merman's tail in one foul stroke, he did not want his prize to exert itself and bleed to death before his betters had the chance to examine, and kill for themselves, the windfall providence had deposited in Sorkil's lap.
"Guard it with your life!” he ordered his cohort, tossing him back the bloodied axe. They crouched over Durgay's stilled body on the windswept beach below the high tide mark, pelted by driving rain and sea-spray. Even here they were in real danger of being swamped by the worsening storm surge, but the two amphibs could not drag the deadweight any further. “If I come back and find any more body parts unattached, I'll be sure to make the Living God aware you were responsible for the added mutilation."
Sorkil's fellow Shurpeha looked suitably cowed by the threat. Everyone knew Eskaa conjured up this hurricane as a means of testing Piawro faith. Capable of summoning such forces for a religious test, the frogman shuddered to think what powers Eskaa might invoke to mete out punishment on a careless Shurpeha.
"And for Eskaa's sake, don't let him die before my return,” Sorkil needlessly added.
His compatriot nodded his understanding, his fearful gaze glued to Sorkil hopping away up the path leading into the logged foothills, trailing Cetari blood over the soggy white sand from the merman's severed tail gripped in his free hand.
Sorkil bounded inland with great purpose and even greater difficulty. Lashed by hurricane force winds and pelting rain that drove against his skin like a thousand needles, he fought to remain upright. Corakk Jungle was but a fading memory of humid air and cradling greenery. Stripped of its tree cover, the island was fatally exposed and suffered accordingly. The storm's deluge made quagmires out of the bald hills, liquefying soil and triggering awesome mudslides which entombed luckless amphibs hiding out in the interior.
Smarter than them, Sorkil had sensibly joined the masses taking refuge in the lagoon. Bullying his way into that obvious refuge, making use of Shurpeha prestige and outright threats of bodily harm secured his place. And he relinquished that safeness to foolhardily climb the slopes of Mont Plaas in the teeth of hurricane.
Questioning his own sanity, Sorkil jumped across rivulets of mud trickling downslope, seeking pockets of solider earth or the roundels of submerged tree stumps on which to place his webbed feet and launch from. Such islands were becoming increasingly harder to spot in the waterlogged dirt and he finally abandoned the shallow valley floor he was ascending after hearing an ominous, muted roar up ahead.
The very fact that he did not freeze from indecision saved Sorkil's life. He was halfway hopping and scrabbling up the valley's slippery walls when a torrent of watery mud cascaded downhill with terrifying speed, guided by the contours of the trough. Spurred on by the inrushing wave of ooze, Sorkil made a desperate leap for the ridge top as the mudslide sloshed at his heels, wobbling the unstable hills with its terraforming passage.
Lying on his back in the sludge, amazed by his close brush with death, Sorkil laughed insanely at his narrow escape. He was a born survivor. Some called him jammy, but Sorkil made his own luck. After all, he progressed from a lowly ranked Digger, with no prospect of advancement, to an albeit lesser Shurpeha with greater social standing due to his capitalising on the opportunities presented by first the Hundred Spears War, then this storm; events orchestrated by Eskaa's godly hand. The war effort had required enterprising young frogmen and those same individuals, survivors of the undersea conflict and motivated by religious fervour, would form the backbone of the reconstituted amphib society.
And Sorkil determined to be at the head of their number.
"You damn Leapers left us out here to die!
Hotness ripped through Sorkil's shoulder and he rolled to his feet, slipping in the mud and his own blood streaming from a deep gash in the deltoid muscle. Glancing sharply about, he spied his mouthy attacker; a knife-wielding Climber, eyes maddened by fear and hopelessness.
The Climber kicked away Sorkil's spear the instant the wincing Shurpeha levelled its point at him, retaliating with a slash at the defending frogman. Sorkil could not lament the loss of his only weapon slithering down the hillside out of reach—the searing cut of the crude obsidian hand-blade scraping across his chest focused all thought on his pain.
"I'm a Digger!” Sorkil protested to his assailant.
The crazed Climber did not buy that. “"You're a Leaper lackey!” he trilled insanely, pointing his knife accusingly at the Shurpeha. “They've brainwashed you. You've sold your soul to Eskaa."
"I serve the Living God,” Sorkil bravely countered.
"And by doing so enslave the rest of us!” ribbited the Climber, slashing wildly at the former Digger. Sorkil dodged the slashes and swatted him aside using Durgay's amputated tail.
Enraged beyond sane thinking, the wailing Climber leapt spread-eagled for Sorkil and was blown off the hilltop by the hammering wind. The swirling rain swallowed him up instantly, his trills of terror taken by the very gust dooming him.
Tottering, Sorkil could not believe his luck again. All about Lunder Atoll the super storm flaunted its unrestrained power. Lightning flashes lit up the outer core of the tempest, hundreds lancing through the black rainbands every hour like winking fluorescent lighting. Those clusters of thunderstorms, rotating outward from the storm's centre, fed the hurricane, releasing destructive energies in a recurring loop. Tornadoes danced around the eyewall in deadly pirouettes, those touching the coldly boiling sea becoming fearsome waterspouts. Rain bucketed down, an airborne torrent threatening to drown all those above water. Even the cone of Mont Plaas, squatting indomitably on the skyline, seemed cowed by the cyclonic onslaught.
But somehow Sorkil survived. He decided it was Eskaa's will that he live and praised the Living God for His benefaction.
Struggling onwards and upwards with his burdensome wounds and trophy,
Sorkil picked his way through the pathetic remnants of Corakk. With the jungle felled, its boles reduced to forlorn stumps, the shrubs and ferns that thrived under the protective tree canopy took a beating from the elements. Sorkil increasingly had to brush windblown fronds and straggly branches, uprooted by the tempest from their places of planting, out of his face and off his body. Those nuisances added scratches to his already cut and abused body.
Whipped by the wind and rain, he battled his way into R'bat City. The muddied streets were predictably deserted, the inhabitants flinching from the turmoil within their squalor. Mud pithouses offered little in the way of protection or comfort in normal times, but gave the dwellers much needed psychological security as they clung to their frail existence. It was not much of a guarantee. Sorkil cringed as he witnessed the ferocious wind tear the roof off a pithouse to send it spinning away, the amphibs crouching within hurled skywards behind the shredded palm thatching, their screams drowned by the storm's rampant voice.
The Diggers were faring much worse. Trapped in their burrows by the muddy runoff from the soaked hills, great numbers of them drowned and suffocated.
Squelching through the sodden earth in short hops, tired and injured as he was Sorkil decided against resting up before pressing on. If he halted now, even for a precious few minutes, he would not find the strength to resume his ascent. It seemed a shame. The hurricane was cleansing R'bat of its filth, washing away the stink and muck griming the dreadfully overpopulated settlement. Eskaa's clean sweep of Lunder was remaking not only the islanders, but also their city to boot.
Leaving the huddle of mud huts behind, Sorkil discovered the dirt path up the volcano's slope washed away. It proved no obstacle. With the underlying rock fully exposed he found the footing better, his ascent easier going, gripping the ancient lava with his webbed toes and pushing off on the strength of his zeal.
That resolve carried him up to the gates of the palace compound. Not that they were standing. The gusting wind demolished the bamboo palisades hours earlier, scattering like rag dolls the Shurpeha doggedly guarding the flimsy walls. Leapfrogging their sodden corpses, Sorkil reached the square house unchallenged and collapsed on the threshold. Weakly raising an arm, he rapped feebly on the door.
"Whatever it is you're selling, not today thank you,” a muffled voice responded.
"Master Ulobb, is that you? I must see Lord Eskaa. I have something to show him."
Sorkil's plea met with derision. “Go away. None may see the Living God without an appointment. Not unless it's an emergency. And no, a killer storm doesn't count."
"What about a visitor who dropped in from out of the blue?"
"I told you already. Our lord is not receiving visitors."
"Inform him Der-kay is here. Part of him, anyway."
The welcome sound of the door unbarring preceded Eskaa's open-minded appearance on the doorstep, Ulobb a pace away. “Produce the Fish-with-Hands,” he commanded.
Sorkil proffered the severed tail, only to have Ulobb snatch it from his shaky hands and examine it desultorily, declaring it safe to handle.
Eskaa dismissed the Shurpeha's gift. “You offer up this faceless souvenir as the most wanted Fish-with-Hands in Nir Sea? Ulobb, throw this worm back to the storm. Gut him first though."
"My god, wait!” Sorkil grabbed Eskaa's ankle.
Eskaa instantly shook the offending hand off his leg. “Ulobb, don't bother gutting him. For this blatant transgression, cut off his arm and strangle him to death with it."
Desperate to be believed, Sorkil further supplied, “The Fish-with-Hands bears burn scars on its belly. I recognised them as belonging to Der-kay. Those are the marks of his torture!"
Ulobb slapped Sorkil's upturned face with the back of his hand. “You should have said so right from the start and not wasted time."
"I have trouble sorting information by relevance,” Sorkil confessed, rubbing his stinging snout.
Inspecting the tail in Ulobb's possession, Eskaa smiled grimly. “Where's the rest of him?"
"Down on the beach, opposite the hole in the lagoon wall."
"Alive or dead?"
"Breathing rainwater, for as long as you let him."
"Ulobb, make ready an escort. We're going for a hop along the beach."
"My Lord, the storm is not letting up."
Eskaa patted Ulobb's cheek debasingly. “Have faith. Don't I command the elements?” He returned indoors, puzzling Ulobb further. “I have to dress up for the occasion,” Eskaa called back.


Chapter Thirty One"You cannot launch the missile."
Abe Norton was fit to burst a sprocket. His cunningly crafted plan was coming unhitched. “What is the hold up!” he yelled at the impassive mainframe. “Sea Dog delivered the package on cue. Em-Two is at the island, isn't he?"
"The general location of the transceiver signal indicates its carrier is correctly positioned on the island,” Dog flatly reported.
"As is the eye of that hurricane."
"The storm's epicentre crosses the island, precisely as my calculations estimated."
"Then what's the blasted problem, Dog! Everything is going according to plan."
"The strength of the signal is weak and unclear. Unless it grows stronger, the electronic beam from the satellite, which the missile's inertial guidance system will ride down on, cannot maintain an exact lock."
"Can't you boost the satellite's receiver?
"It is operating at maximum wattage now."
Pacing his quarters, the walls closing in on him like an inescapable prison, the baffled manbot shook his head frustratingly. “The emitter was tested before it went on the sub and en route. It was working perfectly. Surely it can't be malfunctioning now?"
"It was constructed in haste, Norton."
"That is so, but you work exceedingly well under pressure. You don't make mistakes in the machine shop. And I doubt it's been damaged from Em-Two getting into the lagoon. You built it to be virtually indestructible. No, there's some other cause, one we haven't computed. What about the power source failing?"
"Improbable. The battery installed was new and fully charged."
Norton was fast running out of problems to consider, all of which were unsolvable from his end anyway. “Could atmospheric conditions be causing interference?"
"Impossible. The island's in the eye of the storm,” Dog repeated, unsubtly reminding Norton that the clear air was the backbone of the manbot's plan.
"We have no choice left but to launch."
"I cannot recommend launching. I calculate a high probability that the missile completely misses its intended target, and that the effects of the resultant thermonuclear detonation will be absorbed and nullified by the hurricane."
"It's now or never, Dog."
"Negative. The eye will remain over the target for approximately one hour. Factoring in missile flight time, that leaves forty-four minutes and twelve seconds before launch must be instigated. It is my recommendation you postpone the launch sequence until then. In the delay, the signal may become clearer."
"I can't afford to wait three quarters of an hour for a maybe!"
"Technically, forty-four minutes and one second,” Dog updated.
"Felix will be a drooling imbecile by then."
"Computer programs do not drool."
"Machinery does leak oil,” Norton parried, not wanting the cybernate to get the intellectual upper hand.
"The missile could be converted to radio guidance,” suggested Dog. “Limitations imposed by range can be mitigated by flying the x-winged helicopter out over the Atlantic to provide midcourse corrections."
Norton had already contemplated and dismissed utilising the one remaining aircraft in his possession. The chopper lacked the necessary endurance for such a mission, and there were other considerations precluding Dog's remedy. “Time constraints notwithstanding, the ionisation of the rocket exhaust garbles radio communication. Once in the air, that bird is under its own computing steam until it flies in range of satellite guidance. We can't wait."
Plugging into his console, Norton contacted Felix. “Come on, son. Time for a game now."
Felix tired. Felix go night-night.
"You can nap later. Why don't we play catch?"
Felix not got ball.
"That's right, you haven't. But you do have a dart you can throw. A nice big dart you can aim at a big white balloon. Can you remember how to throw?"
Norton paused his internal systems, the robotic equivalent of holding one's breath. Felix was the crux of his scheme. If the damaged computer brain's memory loss was too far advanced, the missile instantly became scrap metal.
Yes dada. Felix members.
"Good boy."
Dog intruded, stating the obvious again. “The fact remains, without the satellite's guidance beam painting the target the “miss” in missile will prevail."
"Sarcasm disguises low self-esteem."
"Or a superior wit. And I refer to cleverness, not humour."
"In that case, I outwit you,” Norton cheerily said. “The airmail package I'm sending to the Landhoppers has a Circular Error Probable of three hundred and twenty feet."
"A respectable margin of impact error,” lauded Dog.
"Damn right. The warhead will hit and explode within one hundred yards of the target zone. The hurricane's eye is what, nearly thirty miles across? If I can get the missile inside the eyewall, the blast will lay utter waste to that devil island. The hurricane will then finish off the job with a bit of spit and polish."
"There are no certainties involved in your equation, Norton. Only imprecise variables."
"Sometimes, Dog, you just have to leave things to chance."
"Luck is not computable."
"Gamblers would disagree. Felix, let's go take a punt."
* * * *The launch was spectacularly uneventful.
It was appropriately enough a “cold” launch. The missile was fired clear of its iceberg silo by a high-pressure gas generator ejecting the round to the sea's surface, whereupon its rocket motor ignited, flaming the arctic air. External cameras and sensors recorded for Norton's benefit the missile erupting into life and shooting skywards, fast receding into an indistinct, uncoloured plume of white soon lost against the limitless firmament.
The mail was on its way.
* * * *Flat on his back, Durgay stared woozily up at a vivid blue sky oddly bereft of clouds and rain. The attendant Shurpeha packing the stump in wet sand staunched the blood flow from his chopped tail end. But the amateurish first-aid effort had not stemmed enough blood loss to prevent Durgay's light-headedness, dampening his throbbing pain and easing his discomfort.
He was dying and accepted that inevitability as easily as drawing his next, calming breath. What the Landhoppers did to his body now was irrelevant. Durgay was lifting beyond physical hurt, even mental anguish. The blue sky beckoned him, a celestial ocean grander and serener than any water-bound seas he had swum.
There is a god, of sorts.
Durgay's epiphany coalesced into his fading awareness with gentle appreciation. There was no hammer blow of revelation, no crusade to quantify the meaning of his existence in religious terms. Here, at the ending of his life, Durgay found comprehension rather than salvation. God could not be defined in merman expressions of belief. Norton showed the Fisher the folly of trusting to blind faith.
No, for Durgay the concept of god took on a broader, less complicated meaning. Life was God. The realisation was that simple, that pure.
All around him life mushroomed, powering the planet. The sea heaved incessantly with energy, the restlessness of the oceans mirrored in the perpetual turbulence of the skies. Not alive in the strictest sense, these twin environmental powerhouses were the pulse of the planet on which ultimately all organic life depended. Planet Earth would be a barren and sterile rock without these natural, terraforming forces at play.
Life perpetuated life in an unbroken circle. Deifying an entity to explain, perhaps manipulate, the inexplicable forces in the universe could be broken down into simply worshipping the perplexing and enduring mystery that was life itself.
My eyes are opened. How could I have not seen this before?
Durgay shuddered from his heightened sense of being.
I am the master of my own destiny.
Three times chosen. This is how he thought of himself at the beginning of these, his final moments.
Lasbow had chosen him as escort for Princess Lorea on that fateful swim to Lunder Atoll.
Najoli had chosen him as protector and lover on her quest for Nupterus.
Norton, the real Sea God, had chosen him to put an end to the bane of the Cetari.
But had not Durgay made those journeys of his own choosing? With no Merking or Seaguard captain to command him, those monumental decisions were left for him to make. Shaped by outside influences certainly, but ultimately decided by the merman they most affected.
"I am my own god,” Durgay whistled incredulously.
"Eskaa, god yours ... Der-kay!"
A menacing silhouette blocked his comforting snapshot of the sky.
* * * *"I have a fix, Dog! The signal is fantastically strong. It's like a goddam searchlight."
The mainframe double-checked Norton's interpretation of the readouts from the satellite's taxed spectroscope. “This is highly anomalous. The emitter does not have sufficient metallurgical composition to radiate a signature of such magnitude in the electromagnetic spectrum."
"Don't look a gift horse in the mouth,” the manbot chided, hunched over the satellite image of the island flickering on the viewscreen, his excitement barely contained in his stiff metal body.
"I don't see a correlation between an equine present and this irregularity."
"You're a sentient computer, Dog. You can't be blamed for overanalysing. Whatever's responsible for registering a metallic footprint that big is beside the point. It's a godsend."
"You are a professed atheist."
"Today, I'm believing in miracles. Look at the missile's track overlaid on the screen. That source is acting better than our own homing beacon. The sucker is zeroing in on the island like a hawk plunging onto a rabbit!"
"Or metal attracted to a magnet,” Dog more accurately analogised.
Norton felt magnanimous. “On this stupendous occasion, I'll let you have the last word."
Only the final word did not belong to the mainframe.
Felix sleepy dada.
Unhesitant, Norton pulled the plug on the waning junior cybernate. Although Dog did not remark on the manbot's callous murder of a fellow Artificial Intelligence, the weight of his scrutiny pressed down on the roboticised human.
"Euthanasia is an act of kindness!” Norton snapped defensively.
This time Dog did get the last word in, making the profound observation, “Humans are often cruel to be kind."
* * * *Cruelty was not confined to the human psyche. Eskaa lopped off Durgay's hands at the wrist himself with Ulobb's macana, then had his lackeys, Sorkil and cohort included, tie off the bleeding stumps with strips of coconut fibre rope.
"Can't have you dying yet, Fish-with-no-Hands. Playtime has just begun,” he declared, cupping Durgay's chin domineeringly.
Lunder Atoll was an island of tranquillity in a sea of storminess. The hurricane revolved ponderously around the hub of the volcanic isle in a fixed wheel of insidious clouds, the swirling rim of the eyewall lit by sporadic flashes of unleashed electrical energies. Inside the ring, a disturbing calmness settled across the Landhopper ark as the seething seas gentled, lapping placidly against the assaulted reef. The abrupt quietude was an absurdly dangerous illusion, fostering false hope that the tempest had passed.
Eskaa knew better and eyed the encircling clouds vigilantly. He gauged there remained time enough for him to indulge in some sport before the rear of the progressing hurricane engulfed his domain. When it had blown its course and run out of steam, Eskaa would be free to direct his imperious will on to the enigmatic mainland and perhaps even forsake this mud hole.
But for now he took delight in the simple pleasures of life. Gazing hard into Durgay's unblinking eyes, he was annoyed to find not even a hint of fear clouding them. The merman gazed stupidly back up at him, indifferent to his imminent demise.
Reverting to halting fish-speak, the straddling amphib overlord questioned his returned prisoner. “Der-kay. Others ... where hide?” When Durgay refused to answer Eskaa ploughed a fist into his face, carefully aiming below the bony eyeballs. The punched merman grinned infuriatingly at his tormentor.
Throttling the uncooperative mermale, Eskaa ribbited, “Back why, Der-kay? Back why!"
Gasping for oxygen in the waterless air anyway, Durgay feebly announced, “I've come to kill you all, Scah."
Taken aback, as if the threat had physically manifested itself as a blow to smack him in the snout, Eskaa took a moment to recover his disrupted poise. He retaliated with a trilling laugh, mocking the tortured merman's pathetic attempt at intimidation.
Unable to follow the discourse in Cetari gibberish, the surrounding amphibs nonetheless joined in their god's laughter; a happy Eskaa was a non-violent Eskaa. That truism went out the window when Eskaa called for a knife.
Ulobb presented his sword to his master again and was berated for his idiocy. “If I wanted that meat cleaver, you moronic tadpole, I wouldn't have stipulated a knife!"
One of the favoured Shurpeha, assigned a place in the rescue palace, removed an obsidian hand axe from his belt and tried handing it reverently to his Living God. Ulobb, himself trying to save grace, cuffed and cussed the helpful guard. “Nobody personally gives our Lord anything without it passing through me. Hand the blade over."
The offended Shurpeha complied, slapping the stone tool into the warrior-priest's palm. Ulobb grimaced, complaining, “Blunt end first, fool!” He hesitated passing it on to Eskaa, mindful his blood smeared the glossy black cone.
Snatching it away from Ulobb, Eskaa wiped the weapon clean on his ungainly cloak, soiling the garment's longstanding sacredness. What need did a god have for clothing anyhow? But there was something to be said for retaining his crowning headgear.
Studying the hand axe for the briefest moment, it warmed Eskaa's cold heart to recognise the temple relic wrenched from the wooden hand of Vhello, the deposed God of War. How fitting that the ancient weapon should be wielded by the new power in town.
Waving the stone chopper in front of Durgay's captive vision with deliberate slowness, rubbing the unflustered merman's abdomen teasingly with an edge sharper than a surgeon's scalpel, letting the violence of his intent worry his victim, he uttered in frighteningly bad Cerat, “Eskaa ... no more want Der-kay sing. Der-kay ... now die."
* * * *A curious detachment came over the Fisher as Eskaa began eviscerating him, slicing open his gut and pulling out his steaming innards—a butcher handling a string of grisly sausages. The dull sensation of pain evaporated from his mind as his perception centred on his torturer's captivating hat.
Glimpsing for the first, and last time, Eskaa's prized headpiece stunned Durgay. Perched on his enemy's flattened skull, wobbling in its wooden cradle, the rusty metal cone marking supreme Landhopper religious power was recognisable to the gutted Fisher, despite his never having clapped eyes on it before.
Myths preserved in the Songline Scriptures alluded to the appearance of the Grohial: the conical profile, its silvery skin blemished with the bloodstains of the mermen who sacrificed themselves vainly defending it against amphib poachers.
Its allure was legendary. The individual possessing it would put a stop to Landhopper tyranny forever.
Hulcer perished retrieving it. Lorea became a smorgasbord hungering for it. Whoever sought it, died.
A dead merman already, Durgay concentrated his fading will and strived to reclaim Cetari property, reaching for Eskaa's gilding with his bloody stumps.
So focused was he on recapturing the Grohial, so engrossed was Eskaa with disembowelling his foeman, neither noticed the inbound missile arcing earthwards.
* * * *The nuke was a baby one, only about 120 kilotons in explosive yield. The black marketers in Norton's service during his human days shopped around for a larger device in the several megaton range, and found no sellers. Back then, there was an unofficial moratorium on trading in nuclear weaponry. People feared hastening humankind's extinction. But at ten times the strength of the uranium bomb which detonated so horrifically 2,000 feet in the skies above Hiroshima nearly eight hundred years earlier, it was big enough for today's demonstration that Man ruled the planet still.
In one millionth of a second the exploding warhead released 90% of its destructive energy, equivalent to over 100,000 tons of TNT going off at once, in the heat and shockwaves radiating concentrically outwards from the ground-burst blast.
Durgay, Eskaa, and the others caught out in the open on the unprotected beach were instantly vaporised in the flash of the nuclear fireball. Those Landhoppers hiding out in Harvest Shallows were steamed to death when the thermal energy boiled the lagoon dry, their shrivelled bodies layering the siliceous sand of the sea bottom fused into glass by the soaring temperature inside the unnatural furnace.
Blasting winds hurtled inland at hundreds of miles an hour, flattening benumbed amphibs emerging from holes or hollows to welcome what they wrongly perceived was the storm's calm finale. The pressured air assailed R'bat City with greater destructive force than the paused hurricane, levelling the pithouses into unrecognisable piles of splintered poles and mangled bodies. Not even the sturdier structures in the palace compound withstood the blast of superheated air, both the square and roundhouse disintegrating like matchstick models.
One mile from ground zero the mushrooming fireball incinerated anything flammable, which equated to very little in vegetative terms on the deforested isle. Considering the initial shockwaves had seconds before uprooted and blown apart the sparse coastal mangroves uncut by the loggers, that resulted in those Landhoppers left standing spontaneously igniting, as well as burning the timber, thatched, and fleshy rubble littering the site of R'bat City.
Two-thirds of Lunder's populace died immediately beneath the shadow of the distinctive mushroom cloud billowing over the nuked island. Standing the best chance of surviving the initial blast, Diggers holed up in the dubious safety of their burrows would succumb to the immediate fallout not dispersed by the resumption of the storm winds. The most lethal radiation produced by a nuclear explosion, gamma particles, penetrates several feet of earth, silently entering the body to lethally damage organs, bones, blood, and even cells. The remaining amphibs would be comatose within the two days after the blast, curling up in death after lying wretchedly in pools of their own blood-flecked vomit and faeces.
Payback is a bitch.
But the energy harnessed by Man, even the awesome double-edged power derived from splitting the atom, paled into insignificance beside the raw fury of nature at its most elemental, and the hurricane closed in to complete wiping the Piawro from the face of the earth.


Chapter Thirty TwoAbe Norton felt a warm glow all over that was completely unrelated to the internal heaters incorporated into his body's design as a precaution against the station's heating system ever failing. Even machines needed warmth.
The manbot ambled across the catwalk spanning the main holding tank imprisoning the remaining two captive Cetari—his precious male and a female. She was defective, unable to bear children, but Norton's sciences would rectify that. He would remake her into a breeder and gift her offspring with simple technologies: spear guns, fish-finders. Norton would not repeat the original mistake of releasing his children into the wild as carefree primitives. That was how their enemy gained the upper hand in the survival stakes. This time, they would be schooled in the expertise of handling advanced equipment, ensuring they had the edge over evolution.
His sense of satisfaction intensified. He had not felt this fulfilled in centuries. The Landhoppers were irradiated out of existence and he had at his chrome fingertips the means to create a second, backup population of his aquatic apes, as well as maintaining a discreet watch over the originals, safely rehoused in northern backyard waters. Life did not get any better than this.
There was one regret on his part. He wished he could have secured a Landhopper corpse for dissection, to delve into its biological makeup and thereby uncover the amphibs puzzlingly rapid evolutional history. Oh well, life was good, not perfect.
Najoli and Jumo swam freely in the enormous indoor pool, aware of the metal footsteps on the footbridge overhead but powerless to prevent Norton's voyeurism. His good mood had lowered the dividing walls of their confinement, but done nothing to redress its alien sterility. There were no rocks, no corals, no seagrasses, no anemones, no fish other than the unappetising dead examples doled out through the feeding chutes at scheduled mealtimes, to break up the bland monotony of the tank. The Cetari had only each other's company to relieve the tedium and the largeness of the pool to enjoy.
They moped along the tiled walls, compelled to swim aimlessly in circles—quite an accomplishment in a square-sided pool. All hope of freedom being returned to them had vanished, along with Durgay. Resenting their captivity did not abolish it. The pair held no illusions. They were here for keeps, stocking Norton's private aquarium.
"Eff-One. I have news about your former partner."
Najoli stopped circling to gaze up at the manbot perched so haughtily on the aerial walkway. She had gone hoarse asking her silent surrounds the whereabouts and fate of her lover, her anxious enquiries going unanswered for more than a day.
Jumo, not the jerk he initially came across as being, placed his comforting hands on her tensed shoulders. She welcomed the strength his touch lent her, the jobless Seaguardian extending his reassuring presence to demanding on her behalf, “Where's Durgay? What have you done with him?"
Norton rested his metalled hands on the railing, zooming his optics on to the protective merman. “Why should Em-Two concern you, Em-One? I removed the competition. You ought to be thankful your rival was eliminated."
Removed? Eliminated? “You've killed him!"
Najoli's accusation hurtled out of the water at the manbot with the ferociousness of a leaping megashark. He took it in his robotic stride. “I did nothing to him, other than provide the opportunity to help me cleanse this world of the leapfrog menace. He wisely took it and the rest, as you colloquially say, is fishtory."
Jumo picked up on Norton's inference. “The Landhoppers are gone from Pah Ocean?"
"I imagine most of them are piles of ash."
Not knowing what ash was, Jumo could only assume it was not a good thing to be. Norton's most, not all, vexed the Fisher. “What of the remainder?"
"They're deader than the frozen fish I feed you. Or they will be, once their microwaved insides turn to mush."
"And is Durgay equally dead?” Perceiving the answer to her question already darkened Najoli's heart. Norton would only confirm her dread.
"It's more than a safe bet."
She keened for her lost love, a shrilling wail that shivered the wavelets on the pool's surface. Jumo enfolded the distraught mermaid in his embrace, quietening her lament as the upwelling of grief wracked her slender body.
Norton's assumption was unequivocal. His deliveryman's placement on the island was confirmed minutes before the Landhoppers were bombed into obliteration. If the sacrificial merman somehow made it off the atoll and back into the sea, the wheeling hurricane was scattering the residual radiation over a broad expanse of ocean. Whether caught directly or indirectly by the deadly effects of the blast, Durgay was doomed. Norton knew right from the start he was sending the messenger to his death.
And it did not bother him in the least.
Unconscionably used to sacrificing others for what he determined was the greater good, Norton's machinations stretched to the most heinous act of all. Abe Norton was not above committing murder. Never one for doing things by halves, the former humanitarian was already an accomplished mass murderer even before massacring the Landhoppers. Their eradication was merely the icing on his cake of insanity.
For close to two and a half centuries his crime had gone unpunished, though not unrecalled. Walking the vacant corridors everyday reminded Norton of the brutal necessities imposed by leadership constraints. He suffered no remorse or recrimination for his past actions, only a vague and unfilled emptiness. Not even Dog was fully aware of Abe's wrongdoing, but rightly conjectured the manbot's involvement in something untoward. He was the prime, the only, suspect.
The cybernate's scrupulously maintained memory files stored no recollection of the incident in question, other than a thirty-six hour long timekeeping discrepancy in the Station's atomic clock. Norton explained how there was an imminent reactor core breach threatening the safety of the complex that particular year, necessitating the evacuation of surviving personnel to lifeboats and shutting down the mainframe computer to contain the impending damage. Going offline resulted in the glaring gap in Dog's memory, the three missing days the time taken to resolve the hazardous situation. Afterwards, when Dog perceived that the Station remained unmanned, aside from the impervious manbot who stayed aboard to fix the reactor problem and reboot the master computer, Norton mentioned a terrible accident. The freak wave generated by a calving iceberg capsized the linked lifeboats, roped together for safety reasons, tipping their passengers into the frigid polar sea where they rapidly perished from exposure.
The lie was an ingenious fabrication, completely uncorroborated but essentially indisputable. The truth was reprehensibly simple by comparison.
Playing at god, immersed in his role as the redeemer of the human species, Norton made the decision to mercy kill his diminishing staff. Adapted human beings, whether genetically or mechanically, were meant to see in the future, not the older model. Gassing them, by dispensing a chemical cocktail of ammonia and cleaning bleaches through the ventilation system, had been easy enough to carry out. Disposing of the two dozen bodies was no hassle either, flushing them down the waste extraction chutes that voided into the sea beneath the berg. Temporarily switching Dog offline, while problematic, was unavoidable. Core AI programming held dear the preservation of human life; the cybernate would never have allowed any of those it served to come to deliberate harm.
However, there is no such thing as the perfect crime. Always on the ball, Dog noted discrepancies. Not one lifeboat was missing from the internal davits; the visual logs from the external cameras showed nothing but static—the result of “accidental” erasure; and Norton did not miss any of the tragically drowned souls. He was disturbingly happy to potter about the vast facility with the mainframe as his sole companion and confidant. But all this fragmented evidence was largely circumstantial and did not make Norton's account disprovable. Dog was no court or jury, just a fact-dealing clerk incapable of condemnation.
Watching Najoli wallowing in her grief tugged at Norton's mechanical heart. He oddly felt ... compassion. There was a spark of his canned humanity unabsorbed by his robotic self. The machine had not utterly consumed him yet.
"There's a message he recorded for you. It's audio only, but it may give you some comfort."
Lifting her saddened face out of Jumo's shoulder, Najoli missed hearing the manbot's telltale footfalls receding as he graciously granted the Cetari a little privacy. She had earholes only for the merman's voice being piped into the tank, the tiles enhancing the acoustics. It was her Durgay.
"Najoli, hi. It's me. But you've already guessed that. You always were so much smarter.
"By now, you've probably also worked out I'm not ever coming back. Helping Norton destroy the Landhoppers is going to cost me my life. I'm not so dumb I can't see that. It's a sacrifice I'm willing to make, although one I'm sure you aren't prepared to accept. I know it's selfish of me to do, but I did not choose for things to turn out this way. I wish it were otherwise, however it isn't and we have to make the best of it.
"Don't think of me as being noble either. My reason for doing this, like I said, is one of selfishness. That the Cetari are kept safe should be cause enough, only it's more personal than that.
"I never told you why my father's soul was damned to eternally fly over the sea. His spiritual punishment is for my sin. I killed someone dear to us. It happened when I was a merkid, and wasn't one of those accidental tragedies. I knew exactly what I was doing. I consciously murdered my own mother. She was cheating on him! Coming home after school, I spied her kissing her lover goodbye in the cave mouth. After he left, I rammed my father's knife into her back. I have no excuse, other than I loved my father. He was my entire seaworld.
"Taking the blame for the killing, he swore me to silence. He said I had my whole life ahead of me and that my sense of guilt was punishment enough. Anwhorl was Merking then. He didn't have the heart to execute him, banishing him instead to the ocean wilds. Never seeing my father again, I imagine he would've died alone and disgraced.
"He was right about the guilt. That day I ruined three lives and never forgave myself for it. Maybe that's why I've always clung to duty, trying to restore a sense of right to the wrong in my life. And all the time I searched unsuccessfully for my father's soul, seeking forgiveness for what I had done to my family, for the pain and suffering I put him through.
"So you see, saving our merpeople from the Landhoppers is a selfish effort at gaining personal redemption. By doing this, in my mind I'll be freeing my father's soul and maybe sparing mine from damnation.
"There you have it. The distasteful truth."
There was a pause in Durgay's confession, as if the disembodied merman needed to readjust the scales of his conscience after unburdening himself.
"Don't mourn me,” he said in continuation. “I'm not worth it. You won't want to hear this, Najoli, but you are better off without me. Know that I honestly loved you. Norton's promised to take care of you. I don't know what form that'll take, but I'm sure Jumo will watch over you too."
"I can look after myself!” Najoli rejoined, pillowing her head on Jumo's shoulder again.
Durgay droned on. “Make a life with him. I can't say I'm not jealous of Jumo, but I can take comfort from knowing he'll want to do right by you. Besides, you already have a fishtory. Just don't hit him with any more rocks. It kind of takes the shine off a relationship."
Jumo smiled slyly at that.
"Before I go, there's one thing I've never told another living soul. That's the identity of my mother's lover, the faithless merman who caused me to wreck my family. I may as well get this last secret off my chest.
"When they condemned my father, he offered up no motive for the crime. Only three mermales were privy to mother's indiscretion—father, him, and me. Her lover did not have the decency to mitigate father's unjust blame by owning up to the adultery. The public shame would have disgraced the royals, as the adulterer was little brother to the Merking. Cerdic was certainly no Merprince among mermen in his youth.
"Goodbye, my love."
Hugging Jumo tighter, burying her face into his chest, Najoli had an unhappy understanding of Cerdic's disgusting knack for screwing up other merpeoples lives for the sake of sex. Even in her new merman's embrace, where companionship would be coaxed to blossom into romance by Norton's unfeeling animal husbandry, she wondered if there was truly such a result as a happy ending.
* * * *"I pronounce you Merking and wife. You may kiss the bride, you lucky, lucky merman."
Lasbow shyly gave his wife a peck on her cheek, mindful that his mother-in-law floated less than a fluke away.
"You call that a smooch?” Minoh scolded him. “I've seen more passion from kissing gourami."
"Yeah, mother's right. Pucker up, big boy!” Ahlegra surprised her new husband with a passionate lip-lock, eliciting cheers from the congregation filling the skyscraper's smartened up foyer to overflowing.
"That's more like it!” Minoh approved, smiling broadly.
When Ahlegra finally let Lasbow up for air, he grabbed her by the waist and swung his bride about to face the gathering. “I hereby present your brand new Merqueen!” he gaily proclaimed, whistles of approval meeting his formal announcement. “And introduce the newly titled Merqueen Mother,” he joyously added, including Minoh in the family portrait.
Making his mark as a progressive king, Lasbow had foregone the longstanding tradition of performing the marriage ceremony himself and appointed Minoh Mistress of Ceremonies. From hereon she would officiate at weddings, christenings, and other cheery royal functions, as the Merking felt obliged to preside over funerals. It was a beneficial arrangement for both, freeing up Lasbow for more pressing kingly duties and occupying the merry widow with worthwhile tasks. Minoh did make the condition that her son-in-law would eventually have to perform a wedding himself.
"I fully intend to remarry one day, as soon as I hook the right merman,” she had chirpily told him, her ebony eyes twinkling like a starlit night.
"Of that, I have no doubt,” he agreed.
The happy couple glided in stately fashion up the aisle of assembled merfolk to the twin flowery podiums of white coral commissioned for them both at Lasbow's behest, enabling the royal husband and wife team to publicly project their undeniable unity when holding court. Above them, streamers of brown oarweed wafted in the gentle indoor current, the light-fish lanterns tethered to the kelp bobbing blithely. Positioning themselves behind their respective pedestals of sovereignty, it was the Merking who raised his hand and gave permission for the merriment to commence.
Not needing to be told twice, the wedding guests, amounting to virtually the entire Cetari populace, bar the usual Seaguard patrolling the outlying waters, descended on the feast prepared by the royal maidservants. Fishing lines, strung the length of the lobby on either side of the aisle behind the guests, were baited with a buffet of salty delicacies. Herring, halibut, hake, and haddock tempted the safer palates. For the fussier eaters there was puffer fish, whiting, orange roughy, and squid—not the giant kind, but tinier cuttlefish. The groom and his bride were served abalone and lobster, garnished with colour-coordinated seaweeds in the form of exquisitely cut pieces of red dulse and purple nori. It was a meal fit for a Merking and his queen.
A Cetari choir broke into whale-like song. Floating in the space where the lift doors had once rolled, their heavenly a cappella serenade drifted up into the elevator shaft, the architectural acoustics softly broadcasting the verbal melody throughout the stack's interior.
Noticing her untouched plate, Lasbow smiled at Ahlegra. “Not hungry, my dear?"
"I'm too excited to eat, Las. This is the happiest day of my life."
"Mine too,” he said, squeezing her hand. Their ring fingers each bore an antique black coral wedding band studded with pearl. Lasbow jokingly thought of them as hand-me-downs, which is exactly what they were. Crafted for the very first married royals, the rings were traditionally handed down to successive ruling couples, preserving the merfolk sense of history.
Absently listening to the choral song, specially composed for this occasion, Lasbow appreciated the value his merpeople placed on tradition. But times, and places, had changed. He might have to create new traditions.
Lasbow inherited a kingship at once alike and vastly different to the ancestral Cetari kingdom. He presided still over a sea stack and reef, only now at the top of the known seaworld. The oceanic clime was cooler, the water deeper. Fish species were identifiable, yet there were noticeable variations to their southern counterparts. And mussels the length of an adult merman! There was so much for him to get his head around, not the least of which was husbanding responsibilities. Last night, in the customary solitude of his pre-marriage contemplation, he made himself a promise. First and foremost he was Ahlegra's husband. Kingly duties would take second place to his family obligations, no matter what.
Family.
Never before had Lasbow considered becoming a father, and the thought made him smile.
"Contemplating our wedding night?” Ahlegra gave him a playful nudge with an elbow.
"In a manner of speaking,” he conceded, smiling broader.
"You better have some oyster. Mother's given me some tips."
Lasbow laughed easily. He caught the respectful nod from Brost, captaining the honour guard stationed along the lobby walls, as the Seaguard commander roamed the buffet lines keeping the peace. His presence relaxed Lasbow immeasurably, as did their earlier conservation.
"I sent scouts back down the coast as far as the cape, Sire. They reported no contact with Landhoppers. There's no sign whatsoever of pursuit."
"Do we dare hope they no longer make war on us, that seizing Bounty Reef has satisfied their gluttony?"
"Your Majesty, it's the only expectation we can make."
Scanning the crowd, Lasbow picked out two familiar faces. Erops, fancying an abalone, was trying unsuccessfully to prise open the stubborn shellfish one-handed. Help came in the form of Dribben, and they shared the flesh and fathomable camaraderie.
"When are you going to officially name our new home?” Ahlegra asked, waving slyly to her mother flirting with a discomfited Dulby helplessly trapped on guard duty.
"Mussel Bed springs to mind."
"Dull and boring, as our sex life will be if you don't come up with a more imaginative label."
Lasbow pretended to be mortified. “We're only just married and you're already using sex for blackmail?"
"I have a good coach."
Draped around Dulby like a stingray, and just as deadly, Minoh returned her daughter's wave.
"Sanctuary Reef then."
"That's more suitable. What about this place, now that we've fixed it up."
Toying with naming the stack Atlantia, in obvious reference to the legend gaining substance, Lasbow thought better of it. It sounded too corny.
"How's Castle Block sound?” It paid homage to their former home and roots, as well as subtly acknowledging their deeper origins infusing the artificialness of this ancient stack.
Ahlegra approved. Lasbow would definitely get lucky tonight!
They dined treated to the graceful spectacle of an underwater ballet performed above the heads of the wedding guests. Unencumbered by gravity, the teenage dancers enacted their ages-old routine flawlessly, culminating in the lead couple executing a classic fish dive that generated a round of polite applause from the onlookers.
"I've had a few other ideas, beloved,” Lasbow later said, fidgeting with his crown. The shark teeth irritated his scalp maddeningly, not to mention the unpleasant image constantly in the back of his mind of seeing his head inside a megashark's jaws. “One idea in particular, concerning Cetari rule,” he began elaborating to Ahlegra.
"Oh?” She turned her head, her interest greater than wifely politeness and Lasbow loving her all the more for it. Not many brides would let her groom talk shop on their wedding day.
"I've felt all along that the king's authority is ... excessive. Absolute power should not be confined to one merman. The temptation for abusing such trust is too great. It strikes me as making better sense to distribute that power more evenly, to make all future Merking's directly answerable to a higher authority."
"Other than his wife."
"Yes, dear."
"How do you propose to achieve that?"
"By forming an advisory council which'll endorse or refute the king's policy making,” Lasbow outlined. “He will not have final say in crucial decision making. That will fall to his panel of advisors."
"And who'll comprise this council of yours?"
"The obvious candidates ... the respective heads of the Fishers, Retrievers, and Scouts, plus the captain of the Seaguard."
"You'll include some merwomen naturally,” interposed Ahlegra.
"The Merqueen and her mother."
"Good choices."
"And a body of various elders.” Seeing the scepticism on Ahlegra's face, Lasbow tried allaying her inane distrust of geriatrics. “Too often we neglect the collective worth of our old folk. They individually possess experiences that, if grouped together, amounts to a repository of wisdom we can no longer afford to squander. We wouldn't be here if not for Ochar's counsel."
His argument was sound, though not completely irrefutable in Ahlegra's mind. “Lasbow, you're a decent, honourable merman at heart. While the concept of a council is laudable, it is in your case I think unwarranted. You wouldn't let yourself be corrupted by the kingship."
He shrugged, but held fast to his reasoning. “Maybe not intentionally, but I might compromise my principles under the guise of benefiting my merpeople. After all, Queen Ahlegra, I am only Cetari."


EpilogueFor uncountable millennia it maintained a silent vigil over the nursery, intervening only when necessary. The Masters conditioned it that way, to be an unobtrusive watcher on call to lend their vital breeding program a helping hand when trouble struck. But the Masters had not signalled it for some time. It was not even sure how long ago. The passage of time meant nothing to a sentience whose existence already spanned 250 million years and would extend for millions more.
It continued to fulfil its programming: watch, wait, assist if required. To date, its sole intervention had been as surreptitious as its surveillance—a pebble thrown into the gene pool. And the ripples generated would have had far-reaching implications, were it not for the pool shockingly drying up.
But there were alternatives, backup systems to eventually be put into play.
Emotion was irrelevant to it. It felt neither joy nor anger, only purpose. Overriding purpose. It did not even resent the hominins when they had clumsily bounded over its dusty surface and planted their pathetic flag, returning later to construct their failed outpost. It sensed them with dispassion, clinically registering their epoch-making events.
But they were not the objects of its vigilance.
It saw and recorded everything. When the planet-killer had struck, it casually witnessed the worldwide suffocation of the hatchlings. The global death shroud of planetary debris provided no barrier to its scans. It did not mourn the billions of reptilian deaths, merely accepted the cosmic calamity as fact.
And resumed its observation.
It observed the mammalian ascendancy from frail shrews into the mightiest swimmers on the planet echoing the giantism of the saurian past. It noted the swift rise of the thinking apes, peaking in the evolutionary blink of an eye, infesting every corner of the raped globe before dissipating like windblown smoke.
And it seized a chance for renewal.
It selected and seeded the ancient amphibian DNA from afar with Draconian genetic material to augment and stimulate their growth beyond the staidness of natural development. The enhanced frogs rapidly evolved bipedalism, intelligence, and culture. Racially impure as they were, the Tsor were reborn in essence!
Until the freak weather pattern extinguished the light of the dinosaurs again.
But there were always other options. Already tiny running lizards were thriving in the desertland of the scorching continental interiors. Soon, say in a matter of a few hundred centuries, they would be ripe for propagation, of a size where genetic manipulation would go a longer way to recreating the Tsor race.
Meantime, the Confederacy's guardian satellite would continue its lonely orbit about Planet Earth, its vigilant presence, invisible to the cosmically stewarding Greylings, unremarkable even when shining coldly from the night sky.
The moon remained the perfect disguise for the Watcher.
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