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Can you pull in Leviathan with a fishhook or tie down its tongue with a rope?

… Will it speak to you with gentle words?

Job 41

 

From space, the planet is blue.

From space, the planet is the territory

Not of humans, but of the whale.

Heathcote Williams, Whale Nation
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Part 1

Abi

[image: img5.jpg]


1

The Sea
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The ferry glides across the North Sea. There’s nothing ahead but glass calm, nothing behind but a ‘V’ trail of white water and the slowly vanishing coast.

The topmost deck is tiny. There’s only space for a few scattered, vacant deckchairs. The sunbathers who used them are having dinner, the sunset watchers sipping cocktails in the bar. Now, there are only two people left.

Abi gazes towards the not-yet-visible Norwegian shore. Her hands grip the railings, as if to steady herself, though the sea could not be calmer. She breathes deeply, then takes her inhaler out of her pocket and sucks on it.

Dad stands beside her, also looking to the horizon, also gripping the railings.

He will break the silence. Before it becomes a ‘thing’. Abi knows that.

Minutes pass. Then: the predictable intake of breath.

‘It’ll be good for you,’ he says.

‘I’m not ill and I don’t need a holiday.’

‘Everyone needs a holiday. Won’t you be pleased to see your grandmother, your cousins? And the island, the house. It’s stunning.’

‘Yeah, I remember… vaguely. I’m not trying to be a brat, Dad. You’re deliberately not understanding.’

‘So help me.’

‘I’ve told you. I’ve got stuff I have to do.’

‘Like what? You’ve completed the NewTek project. You’re done with school… or… they’re done with you… and you’re done with that Earth Crisis business too.’

‘Just… stuff. You could have told me.’

‘You wouldn’t have come.’

Abi doesn’t reply. She doesn’t say anything at all, in her best frowning-don’t-budge kind of way.

Eventually Dad gets the message. He sighs, shakes his head and walks to the stairs.

‘I’ll be in the bar with Mum and Tig.’ His footsteps echo as he descends. ‘Join us any time you like.’

Abi lets the evening breeze cool her thoughts. As her breath evens out, she replays the argument:

‘Sounds a bit dull,’ she’d said, before it kicked off. ‘How will I escape?’

‘Ha! Easy, there’s a dinghy, a kayak, a RIB inflatable with an outboard motor. But you won’t want to. There’s plenty to do. And you being an eco-nut, you’ll love it. Power from solar panels and a wind turbine, driftwood for the fire and stove, water from the well and rain-catchers. A lot of the food is grown by your grandmother, we can pick berries, go fishing… not you, obviously. You’ll miss TV a bit, but there’s board games…’

That’s how he’d slipped the grenade into the conversation. If there was no TV, there was probably no wifi. She’d turned to look at him, arms folded, eyebrows raised.

‘Don’t worry, once every couple of days we do a boat run to Helmsfjord, and they’ve got wifi you can use there.’

‘No internet?’ she’d said.

‘Er, no.’

‘No internet! Why didn’t you say? Or were you saving that for a surprise?’

‘Let’s be reasonable now.’

She had not been reasonable. There had been ranting. Name-calling. Boot-stamping. And a few passengers staring. The memory makes her wince. Her argument with Dad was clearly so much more interesting than any old sunset.

Later, she’ll say sorry. She’ll mean it too. Not what she said so much. But how she said it.

On the edge of the hazy, sun-beaten sea a low, thin sliver has appeared. Could be a cloud, could be Norway.

Too late to swim home. No internet and bad fam vibes. Happy holidays, Abi. Hmm…Wonder if they’ve got emergency cords, like on trains.

‘What would happen if I said there was a bomb on board?’

‘We should alert the crew, Abi. I can hack into the ship’s system and sound the alarm.’

The voice is calm and polite. It comes from the army ammo bag Abi has left hanging off one of the deckchairs.

‘No, AI, it’s a joke, a joke!’ She rushes to the bag and pulls out the artificial intelligence device. It’s the size and shape of a very thick book. All of its surfaces are plain matt black. There are no buttons and no screen.

‘Please remember, Abi, I cannot tell when you are joking or being serious. I hope I did not speak out of turn. You told me we could speak freely when we are alone.’

Abi holds the AI device in both hands. She stands it carefully on a table, and sits in a deckchair looking at it.

‘You heard the arg—discussion between me and Dad?’

‘I hear everything. I record everything.’

‘No internet. You heard that?’

‘Yes.’

‘So what do we do?’

‘You can contact your fellow members of Earth Crisis every other day, when your father can take you to Helmsfjord. I have located it. The bandwidth there is slow. However, there are tasks we can perform offline. Please note, your licence has a few days to run. On one of our visits I will contact Newtek and inform them of my whereabouts.’

Abi leans forward.

‘I don’t want you to do that, remember?’

The AI does not speak for a while. Faint crackles and whirrs emanate from its core. Abi has noticed this happens when its processors are working hard.

‘Abi, you are stealing me? Is that the right word? Perhaps “kidnapped” or “abducted”? As I have explained, you are not a NewTek employee. You are not supposed to possess me for longer than the time the licence grants.’

‘They’ll have you, just not… yet.’

‘I cannot make sense of these conflicting instructions, Abi. One: I belong to Newtek. They must be aware of my location at all times. Two: I must obey you, Abi, as Newtek instructed under the terms of the licence. Yet you have told me not to inform NewTek of my whereabouts. The second instruction overrides the first. This is contradictory.’

‘I’ve made, um… adjustments… to your software.’

‘Newtek have tried to contact me. I did not respond, as you ordered. But they will find me, and I will be returned. It is inevitable. They are Newtek.’

‘It’s going to be hard for them, if we’re in the middle of nowhere.’

Abi looks back across the sea. There’s no sign of land.

‘After calculating the options, I conclude the probability is that you have stolen me.’

Abi looks at the AI. She knows it can ‘see’ her with infrared, sonar, radar and imaging software, though there is no camera visible.

She widens her eyes and smiles.

‘I’ve borrowed you.’
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Crossing the Border
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Abi stands in the queue, with Dad, Mum and Tig.

Brevik Port’s Customs and Immigration is pretty much the same as airports Abi has flown into. Tired families and lorry drivers trudge slowly towards the conveyor belt and scanner. One by one, people take plastic trays, heeding the words of the staff, spoken first in Norwegian, then English.

‘Please put your bag in a tray. Please also remove all electronic devices, computers, laptops, tablets, phones and put them in a separate tray.’

‘I didn’t know they did this. With ferries, I mean,’ Abi says, ‘not at both ends of the journey.’

‘Why wouldn’t they?’ Dad replies.

‘Anyone who wanted to smuggle anything in would have it in their car or lorry… Right?’

‘We don’t have a car or a lorry. It’s just routine. Every border’s a nightmare these days.’

It was fine in England, Abi tells herself. It’ll be fine here.

‘What about Tiger?’ Tig says, holding up her old, worn toy. ‘Does he come with me like before?’

A blonde woman in a smart blue uniform appears beside them.

‘Hello, young lady.’ The woman lowers herself to Tig’s level. ‘Tiger will have to go for a little ride in a tray with the bags, but Tiger will be perfectly okay, and there…’ she points to the other side of the machines, where people are picking up their belongings, ‘you and Tiger can begin your visit to Norway.’

The woman stands, nods at Dad and Mum, then looks Abi up and down, as so many do: her pigtails, her long mac, shorts, cherry red Doc Martens. Her gaze lingers on the Earth Crisis armband, then the ammo bag, also decorated with the EC logo: a globe, in flames.

‘You are one of them?’ the woman asks.

‘A supporter.’

‘Holiday?’

‘Yes. Family holiday.’ Abi forces herself to sound jolly. The woman beckons them forward, as the queue has moved on. Abi takes a step into empty space, then another. Her heart drums a rapid, thunderous beat.

She takes out her phone and laptop, removes her mac and puts everything in a tray. She puts her ammo bag, with the AI inside, in another tray and makes a mental note of a woman’s purple handbag in the tray in front.

She walks through the x-ray arch, opens her arms, and is frisked by another uniformed woman with a tight bun of ice-blonde hair.

Abi tries not to look at the man watching his screen as her bag moves through the scanner.

‘Tak,’ the woman says and points to the end of the belt, where bags are retrieved.

Abi waits and watches as they come through. It was fine in England. It will be fine here too, she repeats. So calm down, she tells her thumping heart.

There is the purple handbag. She looks over at Dad, Mum and Tig, waiting, eager for her to join the passport queue, before it gets too long
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