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				Later, when he was the greatest mariner of his day and famous throughout the Four Isles, he was to be known by many names. He would be called the Last of the Ship Kings, even though he was nothing of the sort. He would be called the Young Admiral, and the Scapegoat’s Captain. He would be called The Man Who Sailed Off The Edge Of The World, and a good many other things besides; a traitor and rebel by his numerous enemies, a hero by his few friends. 

				But his real name, the name of his birth, was simply Dow.

				Dow Amber.

				And strange as it may seem, he was not born to the sea. As this volume – the first of his extraordinary history – will tell, his childhood was, in fact, a landlocked one, and it was only through peculiar chance and gravest hazard that he came to voyage upon the open ocean at all.

				But take note. Dow’s time was not our time, and the world was not as we know it now. The Great Ocean rose and fell with different waves then, and different creatures moved in its depths – some vast and deadly, some unearthly and cold, and some small beyond sight yet of immense consequence. The ocean Dow sailed should not be confused with the lesser seas of today. 

				It was a world too of curious beliefs. Folk practised no magic maybe, and worshipped no spirits or gods, nevertheless, there were some who held strange superstitions, and who whispered of dread omens and portents. Dow – at first – was not such a one. But it would be his fortune to witness many a terrifying and inexplicable thing, and to know the darkest of doubts.

				‘The sea is a fool,’ the Ship Kings were wont to say. And in time it may be seen that this was perhaps the truest wisdom.

				To begin then . . .
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				Dow Amber was born and raised on New Island, a grey and rainy land of highland forests and lowland pastures. His home was the little logging village of Yellow Bank, set in a deep valley at the foot of the Great Plateau, far from any coast and beyond even a glimpse of the ocean.

				His intended future had been decided upon at his very birth. Dow himself discovered this when he was a child of six. It was an evening in winter, and he was standing in the snow with his family – his mother and father, his younger brother and his twin baby sisters – watching the last ox dray of the season arrive, delivering its great hewn tree trunk to the timber yard. Dow was entranced by the driver, a giant bearded man who cried out strings of curses as musically as if they were songs, and who plied a long whip in whirling cracks about his head.

				‘When I grow up,’ Dow declared to his parents, ‘I want to be an ox driver.’

				His mother only laughed gently, and his father, smiling, knelt down to Dow’s side. ‘Your little brother, if he wanted, might choose such a life. But not you. Your lot is to cut timber, not haul it. That’s because I am a timber cutter, as was my dad and his dad before him, and so will you be. You’re the eldest son, and eldest sons must always – always – follow after their fathers.’

				Dow frowned in disappointment, for timber cutters seemed to do little other than saw wood in the timber yard. But then his mother also knelt by him.

				‘It’s ancient custom and strictest law, so you mustn’t think of arguing. But don’t be sad, Dow. When you come of age, you’ll be given your own timberman’s jacket and your own tent, and you’ll get to go with the other men up to the high plateau, and camp in the snow, and cut down the tallest pine trees with your axe. That’s more exciting than smelly old oxen any day.’

				It did sound more exciting, and so Dow was content. He would be a timber cutter, like his father.

				His childhood years were happy ones. He was a quiet boy who was never in any particular trouble, always somewhat small for his age, but with a calm, determined air that prevented bigger boys from bullying him. His parents – Howard and Rose – were humble folk, and poor no doubt, but then so was everyone else in the valley. And if the family’s two-room cottage was noisy and crowded at times, at least it was snug and warm in the winter.

				The wider world as Dow knew it reached for only a few miles in any direction. First there was Yellow Bank; thirty or so houses arranged around a patch of muddy earth along the north bank of the river. At the centre of the village was the Barrel House, where the men gathered every night to talk and drink, and off to one side were the timber yard and the dock. Then there was the river itself, the Long River by name, wide and deep, along which laboured the timber barges. And lastly there were the valley walls, mounting slopes of heather and stone that rose steeply to the north and south, the heights as often as not lost in rain and cloud.

				For most of Dow’s childhood that world was enough. Nothing happened to spark any greater curiosity in him, and anyway, no one in Yellow Bank travelled much. By the time Dow was ten, the furthest he’d ever ventured from home was the half-day walk along the valley road to the next village downstream, where his mother had family. But now and then he did wonder about what lay beyond the heights above, or where the Long River might flow in all its length, and he listened ever more attentively to his father’s tales of the high plateau, never forgetting what his mother had promised about the day that he would come of age.

				That day finally came on Dow’s eleventh birthday. Up until then he had been considered a boy, fit only for a boy’s work – helping out with the summer chores in the timber yard; stripping bark, or squaring the logs so that they stacked neatly in the seasoning sheds. But at eleven he was a man, provisionally at least, and ready to start working as one. On the night of his birthday his mother duly presented him with the traditional coming of age gifts – a heavily lined leather jacket and his own canvas tent. Dow received them gravely. The jacket was too big for him, for he had much growing to do, and the tent was so stiff with waterproofing he could scarcely unfold it; still, it was the same gear as his father’s, and it was disturbing how adult that made Dow feel.

				His birthday was in early autumn, so barely a month had passed before it was time to put the gifts to use. It was always in mid-autumn that the timbermen set out for the high forests, for it was then that the great pine trees were most full of resin and the wood at its finest.

				On the appointed morning Dow rose before dawn – having barely slept through the preceding night – and, with his father, joined the other timber cutters gathering before the Barrel House. They were three dozen in all, every able-bodied man and older boy of Yellow Bank.

				The party set out at first light, and the climb lasted the entire day. They followed a narrow path that took them, in many switchbacks, from the grassy slopes of the lower valley all the way up to the misty heights of the plateau’s rim, a realm where the land grew rocky and sheer, where water gushed over noisy falls, and where the very air was fresh and cold and full of new promise.

				And yet, at dusk, when the men wearily clambered up the last steep pitch to broach the rim, Dow’s first sight of the high forest left him as disappointed as his six-year-old self had once been. He had always imagined that, having climbed so high, there would be wide new vistas to behold. Instead there was only a stretch of flat, muddy ground, and then the wall of the forest itself – dense and silent and curled through with fog. The trees blocked the very sky, and darkness seemed to flow out of them along with the mist. The men barely had time to set up camp on the forest’s edge before night fell.

				Next morning they split into teams of four and moved out through the trees. Dow followed his father and two other men, and was soon completely lost. The great pines enclosed them on all sides, tall pillars receding endlessly into shadows, and the land itself remained level, offering no sense of direction or place. Dow would scarcely have known they were in the high country at all if it wasn’t for the cold and the patches of early snow that lay melting in the darker furrows. 

				And the rain. It rained all that first day. The ground was a squelching mush of pine needles and mud, and water dripped constantly from the branches overhead. After all Dow’s childhood anticipation, it seemed that the Great Plateau was little more than a freezing and claustrophobic bog. But he swallowed his disappointment and set to work – that day, and then over the weeks that followed. 

				The men settled into an unvarying routine. First came the hunt for a suitable tree. Only the tallest and straightest would do, and so half a day might be spent searching through the forest before one was chosen. As it was vital that the trunk not be damaged as it fell, ground then had to be cleared, and other trees and branches removed, and the tree’s own branches stripped, before the felling began. And finally, after the tree was down, a path had to be hacked through the forest, sometimes for a mile or more, to one of the icy tracks that criss-crossed the plateau, so that a driver and his dray could be called in. With great labour the tree would be suspended under the dray’s massive axles, and after much cracking of the whip and snorting of the oxen, the laden vehicle would lumber off on its long journey down to Yellow Bank, and the timber cutters would go in search of their next tree.

				Day after day it went on, the pattern never altering, the forest unchanging no matter how far they roamed within it. There were probably hundreds of men at work upon the plateau – adding together all the teams from the different timber villages down in the valley – but so wide was the forest Dow often felt there was no one else in the world other than his own small gang of four. His shoulders ached, his fingers were full of splinters, his palms were blistered. But that wasn’t what bothered him most; what weighed on him was the damp gloom under the trees, growing colder and wetter and altogether more oppressive as the weeks went by. 

				But then one evening, as dusk closed in, Dow’s father took him aside from the other two men and led him a short way through the forest. The land grew rocky as they went, and a wind began to rise in the higher branches of the trees. Abruptly they emerged from the forest and saw an open sky before them. A brief steep slope of tufted grass and bare stone climbed away to an upraised edge that hid what lay beyond. There was a strange murmur and hiss coming from somewhere, and the wind carried a tang that Dow had never tasted before.

				‘This is where the forest ends,’ his father said. ‘We’re standing now atop the great headland that marks the northernmost tip of the plateau, and of all New Island. From here the land drops sheer and straight to the ocean. Go on. Climb up and look. But be careful. It’s almost a mile to fall.’

				Dow climbed the last few yards to the edge. The wind grew stronger as he approached, whipping his hair into his eyes. For a moment he bent almost to his hands and knees, but then he stood upright, heedless of the gale, and the entire world below sprang dizzyingly into view.

				For the first time, Dow beheld the sea.

				In the west the sun was setting behind a bank of broken cloud. But great shafts of light were reaching through, igniting the clouds overhead, so that all the sky glowed red and golden. And beneath that sky, stretching unbroken all the way to the darkening horizon, was a grey, heaving, white-flecked mass of water.

				But not water as Dow had ever known it. This was no river or pond, this was a body vast and savage and beckoning – indeed, a strange vertigo seemed to pull Dow outwards, with only the gale to hold him back. He glanced straight down and saw that at his feet the cliff plummeted away appallingly to where great piles of rock waited far below. Waves rolled and foam boiled down there, and the sound of it roared up on the wind. Dow felt his lungs expand with salt, and tears filled his eyes, not of pain or sadness, but of some other emotion.

				His father came up beside him.

				‘The Northern Sea,’ said Howard Amber, his voice raised to fight the wind. ‘A thousand miles and even further it runs, so they say, without landfall or hope until the water turns to ice and there is no sun.’

				Dow’s gaze leapt again to the horizon, half lost in a haze of night and spray, and it defied his mind, land-born as he was, raised in a narrow valley, that he could see so far in one glance, and that a landscape could appear so restless and shifting, and yet feel so old somehow, and unchanging.

				‘It’s . . .’ Dow faltered, for he could not find the words. He had always known that the ocean surrounded New Island, he’d been taught so – but he had never imagined that it would pierce his heart this way.

				His father nodded, mistaking his meaning. ‘It’s a cruel sight, sure enough. I come here every year to remind myself; no matter how cold and wet it may be in the forest, there are colder and wetter places in the world. Why, at least under the trees a man is sheltered from the wind.’

				Dow didn’t dare speak. He had never disagreed with his father before – but how could anyone prefer the gloom of the forest and the slow drip from the branches to this, the shrieking wind, and the cliff, and the tumbling grey ocean? 

				‘It’s no place for the likes of us,’ Howard Amber con- cluded, and shook his head. ‘We’ll leave it to the Ship Kings, you and I.’ And with that he turned and began to descend again to the forest. 

				Dow lingered for an aching moment, staring out, but the sun was gone now and the shafts of light had died; the ocean had turned ashen and featureless. Only the wind remained, and the far roar of the waves, and the salt smell. Then his father was calling and Dow could delay no more. He climbed down obediently and trudged back into the forest where all was dank and silent and still.

				He did not spy the ocean again that year. The gang’s work took them away from the plateau’s edge, deep into the forest again, and there in the dimness they cut down trees until the first heavy snowfalls came, and it was time to leave. The teams re-assembled and the men of Yellow Bank descended into the valley once more. Almost three months after setting out they came home at last to their little village by the river. Snow had fallen there too, but in their absence the women had stocked the cottages well with food and kindling, and now for everyone came the winter holiday, safe and warm inside by the fire. Only in spring would Yellow Bank stir again, and work begin on the stored wood in the timber yard. 

				It should have been a happy time for Dow. He had survived his first season in the highlands and performed to satisfaction. He had grown a little more into his overlarge jacket, and his tent was properly worn in. His younger siblings looked at him with new respect, his mother fussed over him, and he was permitted now to attend councils in the Barrel House with the other men, and to drink beer (although not yet whisky) through the winter nights.

				And yet . . .

				Had the village always been so small? Dow had barely recognised Yellow Bank when he’d first returned, so insignificant seemed the little huddle of houses on the river’s edge. And had it always been so dark and smoky indoors? In the past, his parents’ cottage had always felt so bright and cosy during the winter, now felt suffocating and cramped. And when he braved the cold outdoors, the walls of the valley bore down on him, and the low grey sky; there was nowhere for his gaze to escape and roam free to a distant horizon.

				The sea. Dow could not forget it.

				Winter passed and spring came, and Dow went to work in the timber yard. Summer arrived, and he grew eager, waiting for autumn. At last the nights grew chill and it was his birthday again, his twelfth, and then it was time for the men to climb to the plateau once more. Dow’s eagerness preserved him even through the slow weeks of damp and darkness in the forest, and through all the weary labour of tree felling. For he knew that day by day his team was slowly crossing the plateau north towards the headland, and towards another sighting of the sea. 

				And indeed there came a day when a salt wind was blowing in the tree tops and the four men emerged from the forest, and there before them was the rocky point, rising to its sharp edge against the sky.

				Dow scrambled up and laughed aloud when the ocean came into view, clear from horizon to horizon. It was different. The last time he’d stood in this spot it had been dusk, and the sea had appeared grey and cold. But this time they had arrived at midday. The sky was empty, the sun shone bright, and the ocean was a vibrant blue, sketched with lines of silver. A steady wind came thrumming up over the cliff, and riding it, only a few yards out in mid-air, were white birds that Dow had never seen before. They called with sharp voices and watched with black eyes the ebb and flow of the waves in the rocks a mile below. 

				Dow drank it all in with delight. The rest of the team climbed up more slowly and stood behind him, cautious of the edge. 

				‘What birds are those?’ Dow asked.

				‘Gulls,’ his father replied. ‘They live and hunt at sea.’

				The birds shrieked, weaving on the wind. Then one folded its wings and dropped away down the escarpment, a white stone plummeting until it was lost to sight. Dow’s heart stung to follow.

				‘They fly to each of the Four Isles, it’s said,’ one of the other men commented, ‘without ever having to land.’

				Dow asked, ‘How far is it? To the other Isles?’

				‘Far, and beyond far,’ the man replied.

				‘Only the Ship Kings know,’ said the fourth man.

				‘And they don’t tell,’ added Dow’s father, with a warning in his voice. ‘Nor is it allowed that anyone should ask.’

				But Dow ignored the warning. ‘Has no one from New Island ever been across the sea then?’

				His father shook his head. ‘Not in our lifetimes.’ The other two men were watching silently, and Dow knew he could enquire no further.

				But for a long time he stayed on the cliff top while the other three ate lunch down by the forest’s edge. He could not define to himself exactly what kept him there, or why the ocean drew him so. After all, he would never be able to climb down the cliff to actually touch the water. And even if he did, he would only be swept from the rocks. Dow could swim – all the village children could, they swam in the Long River when it flowed calm in summer – but even from so far above he could tell that the boiling ocean at the cliff’s foot was no place for any human. So why did he desire so badly to descend?

				Howard Amber led the gang abruptly south that afternoon, away from the headland, and they did not go near it again. The snows came and the teams descended into the valley. Dow resigned himself to the long imprisonment of winter and the summer to follow, knowing that all the while he would be waiting for autumn again, and hoping for another chance to spy the sea.

				That hope would be cheated. The next year Dow’s father kept his gang entirely to the southern regions of the plateau, far from the headland, ignoring the question in his son’s eyes, and even the displeasure of the other men, for in fact the best timber was to be found in the north. Dow soon understood that he must battle to hide his disappointment from his father, or risk never visiting the headland again. And he must have succeeded, for the following autumn, when Dow had turned fourteen, Howard Amber once more took his team north.

				This time Dow knew better than to let his excitement show as they neared the headland. And yet once again he was denied, for on the day that they emerged from the forest and climbed to the rocky edge, they found themselves in thick cloud. The ocean below was hidden, even the sound and the smell of it. Dow turned away heartbroken, and his father watched him.

				‘We need not come here again, I think,’ he told his son. 

				Dow bowed his head. Truly, it might be better if they never did return. This yearning for the sea only seemed to bring him unhappiness, especially if it could be frustrated by something as simple as fog. 

				He resolved to forget the ocean. 

				Perhaps because of that resolve life in the village did not seem so bad to Dow that winter, or that spring, or indeed that summer. The valley became sunny and warm, scented breezes wafted down from the hills, and the river grew languid and slow and fit for swimming on the long afternoons.

				Also, there was a girl . . .

				Her name was Clara. She was a half-year younger than Dow, the daughter of one of the men in Dow’s own gang. He’d known her all his life, but this year was different. Clara was different: her voice, her laugh, the way she looked at him. She too liked to swim, and there came an evening when it was just the two of them sitting together in the warm shadows on the riverbank, cool water beading on their skin. They were talking of small things only, but every time one of them stretched or shifted, they seemed to inch closer to the other. 

				Finally Clara appeared to come to a decision, and looked up at Dow intently. ‘My father thinks you’re a strange boy.’

				Dow wondered if he should be insulted, although he rather liked the way she said strange. ‘Why?’

				‘He says you ask questions you shouldn’t.’

				Dow knew what questions her father meant. Questions about the sea. ‘I won’t be asking them anymore,’ he mumbled. ‘It does no good.’

				‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Clara reached a hand to his forehead, annoyed seemingly by a strand of wet hair hanging over his eyes. ‘You can ask me anything at all.’ And suddenly she was kissing him, her mouth hot and tasting of salt in a way that drove any thought of the sea completely from Dow’s head.

				They swam together most evenings after that.

				Thus when autumn arrived again, and Dow was fifteen years old and almost full grown, he climbed to the high forests with the other men and there was no special excitement in his heart about visiting the headland. Indeed, he was already looking beyond the coming winter to the following summer, when Clara would be fifteen too, and all sorts of new things might be permissible. In the meanwhile he had sworn to himself that he would cut down trees and be satisfied, hoping for no more. And for the first weeks of the season he held to that vow.

				Even so, he was aware that they were trending steadily north through the forest. Then one afternoon he heard the familiar sea-wind high in the tree tops, and knew that they were very near the headland. When they made camp that night his father spoke lightly of turning south the following day, without actually visiting the edge of the cliff. And Dow realised that this was a test his father had set for him. So he said nothing, and did nothing.

				One by one the other men dropped off to sleep. Dow lay awake, listening to the wind in the high branches. The sound rose and fell, and in his mind he saw waves rising and falling too, and faint in the night he smelled salt. Not the warm salt of the kiss of human lips, but the cold, ancient salt of the sea.

				He resisted. He would not obey the call. 

				But nor could he sleep. He tossed and turned, and as the night deepened so the wind grew, and now thunder rumbled, and through the canopy he glimpsed bright flashes of lightning in the sky. A storm had come. Dow was sure he could hear, or perhaps feel through the ground on which he lay, the boom of a sea whipped into a rage and pounding against the headland. 

				The night seemed endless. How could the other men sleep through such wind and thunder?

				Finally Dow could stand it no more. He rose and crept away through the trees, navigating by flashes of lightning, until at last he was out of the forest. The headland reared before him. The storm was passing away and dawn was growing in the sky. He climbed to the cliff edge and looked. He saw a wrack of cloud rolling off into the west where night lingered. He saw red daylight mounting on the eastern horizon. He saw the wide tumultuous sea, still roiling from the storm, black except for where it was streaked white with foam. He heard it crashing against the cliff, and so strong was the wind, spray whipped into his face a mile above the waves. 

				But none of that mattered, for out upon the ocean he saw something that struck him to the core.

				Ships. 

				Great ships, with sails set in defiance of the storm; two of them, one behind the other, only a few miles out from the foot of the cliff. They were heeled far over on their sides in the gale, but nevertheless they plunged headlong through the swell, indomitable, spray bursting from their bows.

				Dow had been told tales of such craft, of the vessels in which the Ship Kings plied the seas, but no story had ever warned him of their fierceness and beauty. And in that moment he understood what had been aching inside him ever since he’d laid eyes upon the ocean. This – this was what he wanted. To ride in a proud ship, face forward as the green swells crashed across the deck.

				For an hour and more he watched, unmoving, as the sun rose and the ships fought their way out to sea, their sails turning brilliant white when the daylight caught them. Where were they going, these two vessels? Who were the men who sailed them? What waited beyond the misty horizon apart from ice and darkness and danger, and why would they venture there? 

				Dow didn’t know. But he watched, the yearning acute in his chest, until the ships were no more than pale smudges. Finally, stiff and cold, he stretched and turned away – and was shocked to find his father standing there.

				‘Dad . . .’

				‘I thought we agreed that this was no place for you.’

				An apology trembled on Dow’s lips, but suddenly he knew that he could not apologise. This was not something he needed to apologise for. This was something in him too great and wonderful for shame. 

				He summoned his will and stared his father direct in the eye. ‘That’s what I want to do,’ he said, pointing at the distant ships.

				‘The forest is your place. Not the sea.’

				‘I hate the forest.’

				‘It’s impossible. More than you know.’

				‘I don’t care. I’ll go anyway.’

				Their gazes remained locked for a long moment. Then, to Dow’s lasting astonishment, his father sighed and shook his head.

				‘Ah well,’ said Howard Amber, looking northward to the white blurs of the ships. ‘If that’s the way of it.’ He glanced ruefully at his son. ‘You know, your mother tried to warn me this might happen.’
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				The snow fell hard and early that year, driving the timbermen out of the forest and off the plateau weeks sooner than usual. Dow was grateful for the reprieve, even if it meant that times would be lean in Yellow Bank come the summer. But he was doubtful too, and also a little afraid, for he had no idea what would happen next. He had declared his deepest desire and his father had accepted it, but how that desire might come to be achieved – well, the more he thought about it during the climb down into the valley, the more absurd it all sounded.

				Their homecoming was as warm as ever, with hot baths and clean clothes and a family feast in the evening, their little cottage brightly lit and filled with the excited chatter of Dow’s younger siblings. But afterwards, when the children had been sent to bed and it was just Dow and his parents by the fire, it was time to tell the news to his mother. Dow sat by with head hung low as his father recounted all that had transpired on the headland. He waited for his mother’s outburst of protest and dismay. It would be justified. To have an eldest son refuse his father’s trade – it was the gravest disgrace a family could suffer.

				And yet when his father was done the only sound in the room was the crackling of the embers. Dow looked up. His mother sat unmoving, staring at his father, an emotion welling in her eyes; not anger, but something worse – a sharp sorrow, already resigned to defeat. His father was merely nodding in return. 

				Dow could not understand it. What did it mean, this forbearance that both his parents displayed, when they should have been openly furious? 

				‘Perhaps,’ said Dow’s father at last, ‘we should tell him . . .’

				‘No,’ breathed his mother. ‘Not yet. I can’t bear it.’

				Dow’s father let his shoulders slump. ‘There’s nothing to be done until the Winter Council anyway. Maybe they’ll be merciful.’ He glanced at Dow. ‘But even at best, son, you mustn’t expect too much.’

				‘If they let me go to sea, it’ll be all I could ask.’

				His mother wiped away a single terrible tear, then grew stern. ‘I’m afraid you’ll learn that isn’t quite true. But promise me you’ll say no more about it until the council, not to anyone. It will be shame enough for your father and me when it comes out. You can at least spare us that for now.’

				Dow reddened, and even though he longed to know what it was his parents were hiding from him all he said was, ‘Yes, Mum.’

				*

				Winter settled in, and even in the shelter of the valley it was as severe a winter as anyone could remember. The wind moaned, the snow piled up in drifts and the river froze over thickly. Dow sat before the fire with his family at home during the day and drank with the men at night in the Barrel House, listening to the same songs sung and the same jokes told; and none of it was enough anymore. All the while he was hugging to himself his secret dream of the sea. It made him feel set apart, already an outsider to the fellowship of the village.

				And then there was Clara. In the crowded indoor conditions of winter there was little enough chance for them to be alone – but he was sure that she could sense the new distance in him, and that she was hurt and puzzled by it. But he held his tongue as promised.

				The weeks crawled by, until finally it was mid-winter’s eve, and the moment had arrived. The night was a foul one, with the wind whooping down from the high slopes and the snow rattling cruelly against the walls. Dow and his entire family wrapped themselves in their warmest clothes and fought their way through the drifts to the Barrel House, where not only the men of Yellow Bank but all the women and children, too, were gathering. For mid-winter’s eve was one of only two occasions (the other was mid-summer) when the whole village came together, to discuss affairs, to settle disputes, and (in mid-winter’s case) to acknowledge the death of the old year and to celebrate the birth of the new.

				The Barrel House was packed, and warm from the heat of the great central fireplace. Dow soon lost sight of his family in the crush and retreated to a dark corner – determined, if truth be told, to avoid an encounter with Clara. At the opposite end of the hall was the dais where the village elders were seated. One by one these elders rose to talk about the year that had gone and the year that was to come; then finally they called forth those who had arguments to settle. There was a dispute about a boundary between neighbours, and a dispute about an unpaid marriage dowry, and other cases beside, but Dow didn’t care about any of them. He wished only that his father would speak up and get it over with. 

				He craned his head and looked about the hall, but could see neither of his parents, although he did catch a glimpse of Clara, her head bent as she whispered to one of her friends. Elsewhere children were fidgeting, women were fanning themselves against the heat, men were wistfully eying the beer barrels and whisky kegs lined up against the wall, and a low hum of restless conversation was beginning to drown out the official matters on the dais. 

				But then at last Dow saw his father rise purposefully before the elders, and speak. Dow couldn’t hear him at first above the noise, but the old men on the dais sat forward in surprise and a hush fell over the room. People shifted so that a space cleared, and Howard Amber stood there alone before all.

				‘Did we hear you right?’ one of the elders asked, voice raised over the whine of the wind outside.

				Dow’s father nodded stiffly. ‘You did. My eldest son wishes to be freed from his duties to me and to this village. He wishes to be released from timber cutting. He wishes to leave the valley and go to sea.’

				There came a collective gasp from the crowd and a flurry of muttered comment; everyone was peering around, looking for Dow. He wanted to sink into the floor, but instead he made himself walk forward. People gave way before him, their expressions hard and doubting, as if he were a stranger, and eventually he stood at his father’s side, the fire at his back and the elders in front of him. His mother, he saw, was off to one side, her eyes downcast.

				‘Is it true, boy?’ asked another elder.

				‘I’m four years a man now,’ Dow replied, but his voice emerged high and thin; he had never felt less like a man in his life. ‘And yes, it’s true.’

				‘Man or not, you should know better,’ the elder scowled. ‘It’s bad enough that you want to insult your father and your mother and everyone here by rejecting the life that has been prepared for you. A worthy life, I might add. But to do so for the sake of – what do you call it again, this foolish whim of yours?’

				‘I want to go to sea.’

				‘To sea indeed! Where did you get such an idea?’

				Dow hesitated, embarrassed now that he had to say it out loud. ‘I . . . I stood on the headland, and I saw ships sailing into the north.’

				‘What?! A glimpse of ships sailing by and suddenly you want to throw your life away and disgrace your family? Why, it’s a child’s fancy! Even if it were possible – and I assure you it isn’t – you cannot think we would accede to such an outrageous demand for reasons so trivial.’

				The other old men were nodding. 

				Dow remained upright under their gazes, but there was a hot, humiliated feeling inside him. Permission was not going to be given.

				But then his mother moved forward, her hands folded humbly at her waist.

				‘My friends,’ she said softly, ‘there is a circumstance.’

				The men on the dais all stared at her. But it was allowed, on this night, that women speak at council. ‘A circumstance?’ an elder enquired.

				‘I ask that the Scribes pronounce on this matter.’

				Another murmur went up from the crowd, and all eyes turned to an alcove beside the dais. There, in the shadows, sat three men; one young, one middle-aged, and one very old. They were not from Yellow Bank. Indeed, they had no home other than the entire valley, the length of which they roamed eternally, up and down, village to village, year on year. Their calling was to watch and to listen and to bear witness. Any event that occurred – a birth, a death, a fire, a flood – it was the Scribes’ duty to commit to memory. And then to repeat what they remembered for others who had forgotten.

				The three conferred for a moment, then the middle-aged man stood forth. There were always three Scribes. They were selected from the younger sons of the valley families and their number was maintained so that the death of one would not mean the loss of the knowledge that all three held. The eldest Scribe was always the master and the ultimate authority upon history, and the youngest of them was always the apprentice, still learning all that the other two could teach him. But it was the middle Scribe who was ever the teller of the tales.

				‘Rose Amber is correct,’ he said to the elders. ‘We have knowledge that pertains to this matter.’

				‘Very well,’ an elder replied grimly. ‘Pronounce.’

				The Scribe strode to the fire’s edge, and for a moment his dark eyes rested upon Dow. Then he addressed the gathering.

				‘Hear me, folk of Yellow Bank. The events of which I will speak belong to the far past and no one now living was witness to these happenings with their own eyes. But for generation after generation the Scribes have remembered, and there can be no doubting the truth of what I say, even if a hundred years have passed since.

				‘And indeed, it was nigh upon a hundred years ago now that the Great War between New Island and the Ship Kings began. We were ourselves an ocean-faring people then, and we built our own tall ships from the timbers of our forests, and we shared the seas in peace with all others who sailed. But the Ship Kings grew hungry for dominance and battle was joined. After twenty long years of struggle, the fleets of New Island were defeated and the Ship Kings were victorious. In the years since they have ruled unchallenged over all the Four Isles, while we have been reduced under the Settlement to a subject, lesser people.’

				He paused as if to reflect a moment upon this sad but familiar history, and the crowd reflected with him in solemn silence. 

				‘The oceans are closed to us now,’ the Scribe continued. ‘Under the rules of the Settlement, no New Islander may sail beyond sight of our own land. Our shipyards are idle, the arts of seamanship forgotten. But we once possessed the bravest seafarers the waters have known. Thus it was that even with fewer men and smaller fleets we yet matched the Ship Kings in battle and came close indeed to victory. And one captain, above all, rose to fame in that war. It is forbidden by the Settlement to talk of him and few now remember his name, but we Scribes have not forgotten, and tonight we will risk defying the law. The man of whom I speak was Admiral Honous Tombs, captain of the Grey Sail, and now eighty years dead.’

				Watching his fellow villagers, Dow saw no recognition of the name on any younger faces – he himself did not know it – but here and there a few of the old folk nodded and smiled, a glint in their eyes.

				‘Now is not the time to relate the entire history of the war, nor even to tell of Honous Tombs’ many triumphs at sea,’ said the Scribe. ‘But know this – his was a famous sea-faring family. For centuries the Tombs line provided our best sailors, who captained our best ships. Their blood, it was said, was of salt water. And it was blood that ran true, generation after generation.

				‘Nevertheless, for all his bravery and skill, Admiral Tombs led his fleet to defeat in the final battle of the war, and was himself killed when the Grey Sail was stormed and captured. But so feared was he by the Ship Kings that even after his death they could not forgo their vengeance upon him. It was made a condition of the Settlement that his only son be executed, that the rest of his family be scattered, and that the Tombs name cease to exist.

				‘And so it came to pass. Only his two daughters survived, and they were forced to marry into poor inland families, far from the sea, and to bear their children under new names. In the decades that have come and gone since then the bloodline has been forgotten by most, but we Scribes have remembered it, and kept watch. We know that there exist today across New Island, many descendants of those two Tombs daughters – and that Rose Amber here is such a one. Her parents may have been simple timber folk of the valley, known to you all, but through her mother, and her mother before her, and her mother before that, she is the great, great granddaughter of Honous Tombs himself.’

				A mutter rose about the room. This was a revelation to be sure. And yet there was a confused tone to the murmurs. A questioning.

				The Scribe nodded. ‘Indeed, what of that? As I said, there are many such descendants spread across New Island. Rose Amber is not unique. And truly, her heritage would have scant meaning now if it were not for one other remarkable fact that concerns not Rose herself, but her son. That fact is this – in all the years, through all the dozens of grandchildren and great grandchildren who have been born to the forbidden Tombs line, until Rose Amber’s son Dow arrived, not one of those children was a boy.’ The Scribe paused again, and turned to study Dow. ‘In this young man, you see before you the first male heir born to the Tombs family in the eighty years since Honous and his son were slain by the Ship Kings.’

				And now a clamour of voices rose. If until that moment the story had been merely a curiosity to the assembly, the words ‘first male heir’ altered everything. Such implications! Dow stood at the centre of it all, as amazed as anyone, but aware mostly of his mother and the fear that brimmed in her eyes.

				‘By law, thus,’ concluded the Scribe, ‘even though he comes only through the female line, Dow here, as the sole remaining male of the dynasty, is the legal inheritor of the Tombs name, and of the Tombs seafaring profession. He would, in days past, have been duly called to service in the fleets of New Island. And behold, judging by his own words it would seem that the sea longing of his forefathers runs true in him.’

				Was that what it was, Dow wondered? When he had first seen the ocean and then first seen the ships, was it something in his blood, something inherited from this far ancestor, that had awoken in him?

				But the elders were frowning still. ‘Maybe this is so,’ one said to the Scribe. ‘But why speak of a dynasty, when by the Settlement that dynasty has ceased to exist? What do you expect us to make of it?’

				‘We expect nothing,’ answered the Scribe. ‘We merely draw the council’s attention to the circumstance – as his mother asked.’

				The elder regarded Rose Amber angrily. ‘Have you always known of this?’

				‘I have. But I hoped that my son would never learn of it.’

				‘And why is that?’

				‘I fear for him, should he go to sea.’

				‘Rightly so, woman.’

				Another of the elders interjected. ‘Even if we accept the boy’s history, what does it matter? The Tombs estate was broken up long ago. There is no inheritance and no ships for him to sail in. New Island has no fleets anymore. We are not allowed any fleets, under pain of death.’

				Now it was Dow’s father who stood forth. ‘My friends, we do not ask the impossible. We do not ask that Dow be allowed to voyage across the oceans. But there are still fishing boats that work along our coasts. Perhaps a way could be found to gain him employment upon such a craft.’

				Dow’s mother glanced apologetically to her son before addressing the elders again. ‘It’s not the life he dreams of, we know. But it’s the best that lies within our power, or within your power, to grant.’

				The elders considered each other a moment.

				Then one said, ‘We will confer.’

				The old men withdrew to the rear of the dais and bent their heads together while a hubbub of conversation grew throughout the hall. 

				In a daze, Dow turned to his parents. ‘You knew. All along.’

				‘My family has never forgotten where we came from,’ his mother agreed. ‘But don’t be mistaken, Dow. We’ve been poor timber folk for many years now, and cherish no dreams of anything grander.’

				‘Nor should you,’ his father added. ‘The most to be looked for is a job hauling nets on a small vessel that never leaves sight of land.’

				And even amid his newfound hope a terrible image came to Dow, a vision of the great ships he had seen. They were disappearing away over the horizon, out of reach and without him. A sadness rose like pain. But he looked at his parents’ faces and saw their own suffering written there, and was ashamed.

				‘A fisherman I shall be then,’ he said.

				The elders returned to the front of the dais, and one raised his hand for silence. ‘We have decided,’ he announced. ‘It seems to us that there is little to be done about the injustices of history by folk such as ourselves. We desire no revenge for old wrongs, nor seek to start any new wars. Nevertheless, we acknowledge the claim that Dow Amber has to seafaring, distant though it may be. We acknowledge too that his father has no objection, and has another son who can follow in his trade, as is proper. Therefore, we grant Dow permission to leave the timber life and to go from this village to wherever he will. So it is judged.’

				He clapped his hands once. The council was over. The men stormed to the whisky kegs, and the hall dissolved into an uproar of amazed conversation and argument. An event so momentous and controversial hadn’t occurred in Yellow Bank for years. Did it bring scandal and shame to the village? Or was it the fitting thing to do? No one could say for sure. The whisky flowed, the debates grew fierce, and meanwhile the younger folk gathered around this old soul or that, eager for stories of the Great War and of the famous Admiral Tombs.

				The council elders however consulted dourly with the Scribes, and it was arranged that an embassy would be sent to the fishing villages down upon the coastlands to see if any boat there was in need of an extra hand. It was an unheard-of request, no doubt, but there was also no doubt that the name of Honous Tombs would be remembered fondly by the fishing folk, and no doubt either that a descendant of his would be looked upon with a certain favour, although it was agreed by all that Dow’s heritage must be kept as secret as possible.

				But the subject of all this contention was no longer in the Barrel House. Dow and his family had escaped the hall as soon as they were able. (Although not soon enough for Dow to avoid the searing look on Clara’s face as he passed her by.) Back in their cottage Dow and his parents sat up late into the night, talking of many things, for the three of them realised now that in a matter of weeks or months they would be separated. And Dow felt an awful guilt creeping up in his throat – even worse than when he thought about Clara – for no matter what the Scribes might say about dynasties and ancient history, he was his parents’ eldest son and it was his duty to support his mother and father, not abandon them.

				But his father was resolute. ‘You have made your choice and now you must live with it.’ Then he softened. ‘Besides, as was said in the judgement, your mother and I have another son. Edmund will be of age before the next winter. I’ll train him in the timber life, and he’ll watch over us when we’re old. All will be well.’

				‘But you’ll be scorned,’ said Dow.

				‘By some, maybe. But we’ve committed no crime. You’ve been fairly and legally freed. Go and seek your fate with our blessing.’

				But his mother could not hide her grief, and finally she fled out into the night, and his father expelled a weary breath and stared at the fire.

				‘There’s no help for it,’ he said to Dow. ‘She won’t stop you going, but her terror remains for what the sea will bring you.’

				And while Dow understood her sorrow, he did not understand her fear. ‘If I’m only to serve on a small boat, she need not worry so.’ For a moment the disappointment welled up in him. ‘I’m not likely to drown while fishing in the shallow waters near the shore.’

				His father was silent a long time. Then he too rose and went to the door. ‘It’s not drowning your mother fears – at least, not most of all. What she truly dreads is that if you go to sea then you will come to the attention of the Ship Kings. And that if they discover who you are, they will kill you.’

				And then he was gone into the night, after his wife.
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				It was spring before all was made ready. Three of the village elders had travelled with the winter traders all the way down to the lowlands, and when they returned at last, with the thaw set in and the river rising with snowmelt, they announced that a place for Dow had been found among the fisher-folk. There was an old man in a sea village whose son and grandson had died untimely, and who had no one to help crew his boat or to inherit his trade. He had agreed to take Dow on.

				Dow did think it strange that the old man in question had been unable to find an apprentice among his own people – families always had younger sons in need of a profession – but eagerness overrode his doubts. It was really going to happen! His impossible wish was going to be granted, even if only in the humble form of a fishing boat. From that moment on he watched the river, waiting for the thaw floods to pass and for the waters to become safe again, for it had been arranged that he would depart upon the first of the timber barges.

				So it was that on a grey misty morning in late spring Dow stood on the dock and made his farewells to his family. There was no sign of Clara; she had not spoken to him since the Winter Council. In a bag swung over his shoulder were all his possessions: some clothes (including two new shirts his mother had made), some food, and (a precious parting gift from his father) a very little money. His tent Dow had given to his younger brother, but he had kept his heavy jacket, for he fancied that fishermen too might feel the cold. And that was all that he would carry with him to his new life, other than memories.

				The family did not linger over the goodbyes, for they had long known the moment was coming, and the barge- men were impatient to be away. Dow shook his father’s hand and hugged his mother and cuffed his brother and sisters over the ear. And then, knowing that he might not see any of them for many years, and with his heart too full to speak, he turned away and stepped onto the barge, even as the last rope was thrown clear. Nor did he look back until the barge was mid-river and moving with the steady current, and by then the village was halfway around a bend and his family were already lost from view.

				Tears sprang into Dow’s eyes, stung there by a sudden and shocking loneliness. He blinked them away in case anyone should see, but in fact the four bargemen were ignoring him for the moment, shouting back and forth to each other amiably as they worked the big oars.

				Dow looked about for a place to sit. The barge itself was made up of three parts. At either end was a large flat punt, and between the punts was the cargo, a long raft fashioned out of the stripped and squared logs from the Yellow Bank timber yard, bound by many ropes. The bargemen were positioned two in the forward punt (where Dow rode) and two in the rear, and each man stood upright to handle a great oar that ran through a raised rowlock. 

				At length Dow found a pile of canvas that was safely out of everyone’s way, and there he perched, staring ahead as the riverbanks rolled by. At first all was mist, but over several hours the mists dispersed, the sun shone clear, and the day became warm and blue. Dow’s loneliness was replaced by a slow exaltation. The great adventure had begun at last. The familiar walls of the valley towered up on either side, but already, barely half a morning after getting underway, the barge was nearing the limit of his known world. 

				That limit was marked by the timber village of Pond Bend – the birthplace indeed of Dow’s mother. It was coming into view now around a bend in the river, a little settlement almost identical to Yellow Bank in size and appearance. Here also timber barges were being made ready to sail, and Dow’s bargemen called out greetings to their fellows; but they didn’t slow or stop. In a few moments more Pond Bend too fell behind, and with it went the last of any landscape that Dow knew. 

				He sat up straighter. For a time the scenery remained much as before, but after another hour perhaps the country began to change. The valley walls retreated slowly upon either hand, leaving narrow flatlands alongside the river, and the high rim of the plateau dropped further and further back, until it was lost from sight. The bare heath of the upper highlands gave way to green-brown grasses, and here and there Dow saw cattle grazing on the slopes. The river widened and the water slowed. The sun swung towards midday and the air grew hot.

				They passed another village. It was as humble as Yellow Bank but the houses were strange – they had flatter roofs, and bigger windows – and there was no timber yard. Instead there were fences and pens by the dock, and it was cattle and sheep that were being loaded onto barges, not logs.

				‘Aye,’ said a voice at Dow’s ear, catching him by surprise. ‘We’re well out of the timber country now, lad.’

				Dow turned; the barge captain was settling down at his side on the canvas heap. He was a small, leathery figure with a stubble of white hair on his head, and he wore a sleeveless shirt that freed his wiry arms, for he worked the oars just the same as his crew. Dropping a satchel between his feet, he dug into it and withdrew a bottle of beer and some chunks of bread and sausage.

				‘Thirty miles and more we’ve come since dawn,’ he told Dow, taking a swig of the beer and squinting forward over the bow at the waters ahead. ‘There’s an easy stretch now of a few miles, wide and straight, before we hit the canals and Long Lake. Then there’s hard work to be done.’

				Two of the crew were lunching as well, leaving only a single man on duty at one of the stern oars to steer the barge.

				‘You been as far as the lake before?’ the captain enquired.

				Dow shook his head. His stomach rumbled at the sight of food, but even though he had supplies in his own bag, he didn’t reach for them. The crew might have earned their lunch, but he hadn’t.

				‘No wind today,’ the captain observed, chewing bread. ‘And it’s a long way across the lake by oar.’

				‘Can I help?’ Dow asked. ‘I’ve never rowed before, but . . .’

				‘It’s a simple enough trick. Steering along the river, that’s a skill, but rowing across open water, that’s just a muscle thing. And you got shoulders on you, boy.’ The captain nodded at the logs that made up the raft. ‘From taking an axe to all these trees, no doubt.’

				Dow shrugged. ‘It’s boats I need to learn about now.’

				The captain gave him a measuring look. ‘Aye. So I’m told. And why that should be, I’m aground if I know. What’s a lad from the high valley doing heading for the Claw and the fishing fleet, I wonder?’

				Dow shifted uncomfortably under the stare. But if his famous ancestry and the decision of the Winter Council had not been explained to the barge crew, he didn’t think it was up to him to mention it either. 

				The captain shook his head and took a mouthful of sausage. ‘Then again, I suppose you Yellow Bank folk must know at least a little of boats and such. After all, you fashioned these spars we’re toting.’

				Dow tilted his head. ‘Spars?’

				‘The logs, boy. You know what they’re used for, don’t you?’

				Dow stared in confusion. Used for? Well, they were used for . . . that is, Dow had always assumed that the timber was destined for houses and the like down in the big towns – and yet, now that he thought about it, he couldn’t recall ever being told precisely what happened to the logs after they were floated down the river. But if they were not meant for building houses, then what?

				‘Ships, lad!’ The captain was studying him in amusement. ‘Every one of these logs here will be made into masts and spars for ships. And I don’t mean our own little fishing boats – I mean the great battleships and frigates of the Ship Kings themselves. New Island Pine makes for the best masts in all the Four Isles, everyone knows that. That’s why the Ship Kings won’t let anyone else use it. Every single tree you highland folk cut down goes straight to their shipyards.’

				Dow was struck dumb. All along, there had been a link between his village and the sea, and he hadn’t known! Why had no one ever told him about it? Ah – but perhaps he knew the answer to that. After all, why would anyone in Yellow Bank want to admit out loud that so much hard work by so many New Island men was, in the end, only for the Ship Kings’ benefit?

				The captain was musing over his beer. ‘Aye, and New Island Oak makes for the best hulls too. That’s why our ships used to be the finest that ever sailed the Great Ocean, back before the war. Beautiful ships, swift and true, they say. Only we weren’t so rich as some others, so we couldn’t build enough of them, and so we lost the war, for all that we had the better craft.’ He gave Dow a cunning glance. ‘And the better commanders, if the old stories are to be believed.’

				Dow said nothing.

				‘Ah well, all forgotten now,’ was the captain’s summation. He ate in silence for a time, while Dow sat lost in thought by his side. Finally he swept the crumbs from his shirt, stowed away the beer bottle, and rose. ‘Ho there!’ he called to his crew. ‘White water ahead, lads.’

				The men put away their food and drink and returned to their oars. Dow rose too and stared downstream. He saw that the banks ahead lifted abruptly into low cliffs, and that the water between them rippled and foamed over great boulders. Further ahead the river seemed to drop away out of sight. Spray hung in the air, and there came a faint sound of roaring. 

				The river began to hurry forward, but the bargemen were unperturbed. Heaving steadfastly on their oars, they worked the barge over to the left side of the stream. As the roaring drew close, Dow saw that there curved out from the bank a stone breakwater, extending perhaps a third of the way across the river. Within its arc the water swirled slow and calm, and cut into the bank, angling away between stone walls, was a man-made canal.

				‘The locks,’ called the captain, catching Dow’s eye. ‘Three of them we’ll pass through, and close to seventy feet we’ll drop, to reach the lake. It’s that or run the rapids – and I doubt you’re game for that, lad.’

				The barge swung laboriously in behind the break- water and, with many oar strokes, was eased slowly into the narrow canal. The muted roar of the rapids dropped away, and for a short time they slid silently down the channel, moisture dripping from the rock walls. Then the walls shrank back to reveal a green and rolling country – and here waited two sets of wooden gates, the first pair wide open, the second pair, fifty yards on, closed across the canal. The barge swept slowly through the first gates and then stopped before the second. On the bank at this point was a cottage, half hidden by a thriving vegetable garden.

				‘Ahoy there,’ cried the captain. ‘Lock keeper!’

				A face appeared amid the vines at the rear of the garden, and after a moment the lock keeper emerged, brushing dirt from his knees. He nodded a wordless greeting and set his hands to turning a great wheel beside the canal. The first set of gates began to close slowly behind the barge. When they were fully shut the captain threw a coin to the keeper, who, still without having uttered a word, began to turn another wheel. Water rushed and splashed somewhere out of sight and after a few moments Dow realised that the barge was sinking – or, more correctly, that the water level was dropping, taking the barge with it. 

				Down they went, and up rose the canal walls until the barge floated at the bottom of a deep pit, into which peered the lock keeper. He nodded once in farewell, then spun a third wheel, and now the forward gates swung open. A small rush of water carried the barge onward; through the gates and back into the canal, now a deep cut that extended away before them. 

				So passed the first lock of three, spaced out along the channel with perhaps a quarter of a mile between each. Twice more the barge descended, and Dow found himself fascinated by the process, picturing the pipes and valves that must lie hidden inside each lock, regulating the water levels. Then the final set of gates opened and the barge emerged into a last section of channel. The walls fell away to a pebbled shore, and the barge drifted out into a vast expanse of blue.

				They had reached Long Lake.

				Dow’s glimpses of the ocean aside, he had never seen such an uninterrupted stretch of water. The lake must have been five miles wide, north to south, and at least a dozen miles long, rimmed by green and grey hills on all sides, its eastern end lost in the haze of the afternoon.

				‘Now, boy,’ the captain said, beckoning to him, ‘if you were serious about wanting to learn some boat handling . . .’

				Dow went, and the captain stood aside to let him take hold of the giant oar. The rest of the crew laughed and called insults, but Dow concentrated as the captain showed him how to stand properly and how to dip and stroke and then lift the oar. It was more complex than it had looked, and within a few minutes even Dow’s timber-cutting muscles were complaining from the unfamiliar strain. But the captain grinned and nodded, slapped him on the back and left him to it. 

				The barge laboured south. Looking back after a time, Dow could scarcely locate the entrance of the canal, but had a clear view now into the gorge through which the river descended to reach the lake. Its deeper recesses were shadowed with spray, marking the rapids that the canal had bypassed.

				He faced forward again and attended to his oar. An hour and then another passed in the lengthening afternoon, and it seemed that the barge barely moved upon the lake’s surface, for all that the crew strained. It was airless and hot, and Dow’s limbs grew quivery and weak. He cursed himself for not eating lunch when he’d had the chance. But he persevered, and as the white sun began to lower towards the hills, the southern shore of the lake finally drew near.

				A settlement waited there, set on the slopes of a broad inlet, a mass of roofs climbing up from the water’s edge. This was no mere village, it was a proper town, with a hundred houses or more and a knot of larger buildings at its centre, many of which would dwarf even the Barrel House back in Yellow Bank. Along the shore were numerous docks and warehouses, and at least a dozen barges were tied up there. Even more were anchored a short distance out into the lake.

				‘Fallston, and day’s end,’ announced the captain. ‘That’s enough for now, son, I’ll take the oar from here.’ 

				Dow stepped back gratefully and sat down before his quaking legs gave out, watching as the crew navigated to their anchorage for the evening. They avoided the crush of craft around the docks and instead joined a small group of barges that were lined up before the entrance of another canal which led southwards out of the lake. A short distance along this channel Dow could see the wooden gates of yet more locks. The Long River proper escaped the lake through a gap in the hills to the right of the town; from a distance came the faint roar of more rapids.

				The captain dropped an anchor over the side and smiled approvingly at Dow. ‘Four more descents we’ll make in the morning and then we’re in the lowlands. It’s plain sailing after that, all the way to the Claw. Two more days on the river, and then another two to cross the bay, and we’ll have you delivered.’

				Dow did not reply. The dark sweep of the lake, the cold echo of the rapids, the strange town with so many houses – it all made the world feel too big and too alien. And he was only a single day’s sail from home.

				The crew lit a fire in a metal hearth on the deck and brought forth provisions to cook a stew. Dow opened his bag and contributed his own share to the pot, and drank from the beer bottles as they were passed around. He began to feel better. When the food was ready he dug in with as much appetite as anyone, unembarrassed now that he had put in an afternoon’s work.

				All the while, a few hundred yards away on the shore, the lights of Fallston glimmered orange and red, outlining a maze of alleyways; and occasionally laughter and yells and snatches of song came ringing over the water. With a full stomach and the beer buzzing pleasantly in his head, Dow might have welcomed a visit to the town, but the captain was allowing no trips ashore.

				In any case, an irresistible weariness settled over him and he soon fell asleep on the deck, under the great field of stars, and to the sounds of the crew muttering quietly over the crackle of the dying fire. 

				*

				In the morning the bargemen were stirring at first light, and by sunrise they were already working their way through the first of the four lower locks, dropping stage by stage until at last they rejoined the main waterway. From that point on, the Long River was done with hills and valleys and rapids, and instead began to meander in great curves across the lowland plains.

				This was truly a foreign land to Dow, a warmer, greener, somehow slower and yet at the same time more bustling world. At first the riverbanks were lined by squat-trunked trees with spreading canopies, festooned in trailers and creepers, but these forests soon gave way to well-tilled farmlands and flourishing orchards. Then followed villages and towns, and more and more barges thronged the waters, some carrying planks of timber, some carrying bags of grain, others crates of vegetables and fruit, or bales of wool, or live cattle.

				All through that day, and then, after anchoring for the night, all through the next day as well, for mile after mile they followed the river. It wound back and forth in ever broader loops, and became ever busier with traffic. Dow grew weary just watching it all. He had never imagined that New Island was so big or so wide – or so crowded. He had always thought that he lived in a poor land, an empty place of little import- ance. Now he saw that it was only his home in the valley that fitted such a description. It made him feel awkward somehow. And ignorant. 

				In other ways, however, the lowlands were not as rich as they first seemed. On the third night of the journey the bargemen cast anchor on the riverbank opposite the largest town Dow had yet seen. Its name, the captain told him, was Jacobsville. Sitting up late into the evening, Dow studied its streets carefully. One section of the town was impressive indeed, with tall buildings brightly lit, but the rest of the town was another matter. Most of the houses were in fact smaller even than Dow’s cottage back home, and they were all jammed together in the dark laneways or even stacked one atop the other in rickety piles. Smoke hung thick over the rooftops, and a combined stench of rotting food and human waste wafted across the river on the night air. So there was wealth here, for some, but not for all.

				‘Who lives in the big houses?’ he asked one of the bargemen.

				The man laughed sourly. ‘Who do you think? Them from over the sea and those in their pay, that’s who. The Ship Kings.’

				The fourth morning dawned an overcast grey, the air heavy and damp, though there was no rain. They set off again, in company now with many other barges all strung out in a long line. The river grew wider still and the current even slower. The banks gave way in places to swamps and beds of reeds. Then about mid-morning Dow saw the white shapes of birds beating upstream, crying out shrilly, and he recognised them as the same creatures he had seen from the headland. They were gulls, the birds of the ocean. So the sea must be close! 

				And yet the river had slowed so much that to Dow it seemed there was no current at all anymore – and although a certain tang had grown in the air, it was more something mildewy and old, rather than the fresh smell he remembered from the headland. Nevertheless, when he dipped his hand into the river and raised it to his lips, the taste was unmistakable.

				The captain was watching on. ‘It’s salt, sure enough. The tide brings it far upriver. But we’ve a way to go yet before we reach Lonsmouth or the bay. And we’ve struck the slack. It’ll be slow going till the ebb comes.’ 

				For another hour or so, for all that the crews worked tirelessly at the oars, the line of barges only crept along as the gulls circled and shrieked overhead. Eventually, however, the oily waters began to flow slowly downstream again. Soon the current was such that the bargemen could rest between oar strokes. They had sailed beyond the swamps and reed beds by then, and the riverbanks were lined once more with fields and walls and houses. Salt tasted ever stronger in the air.

				Expectant, Dow moved to stand at the captain’s side. Finally the barge rounded a sweeping bend in the river and before them lay a broad reach of open water. On either bank buildings rose in bewildering profusion, not in their mere hundreds but in their thousands.

				‘Welcome to Lonsmouth,’ said the captain, his eyes scanning the river ahead, where swarms of small craft were crossing busily between the two crowded banks. ‘Capital city of New Island, and once the greatest port in all the Four Isles, or so the old stories claim.’

				Dow could well believe it. He stared in wonder from one side of the river to the other, marvelling at buildings five or six storeys high, at towering cranes on the docks, and at the throngs of boats and barges. Surely there could not be a larger or busier place in the whole world.

				And yet, once again – even to Dow’s awed gaze – there was much squalor visible too. Whole neighbourhoods consisted of little but flimsy shanties leaning together in narrow, muddy lanes, and on one bank there was a great swathe where every building appeared to have been destroyed by fire, but so long ago, and with so little reconstruction since, that grass and trees grew in the ruins. The docks were busy for the most part, but here and there were wharves that rose high above the water – too high for any river craft – which were deserted and rotting.

				Dow’s barge drove steadily on through the traffic, and now the heart of the great city loomed on either hand. On a stony bluff set back from the river stood an immense domed building that dominated the skyline, but its soaring arched windows were smashed and its metalled dome was black with soot and mould. 

				‘What is that?’ Dow asked the captain, pointing. 

				‘That is – or rather was – the Hall of the Grand Council. That’s where the elders from all over New Island used to meet, in the years when we ruled ourselves. It’s long been closed down, of course. The Ship Kings have no time for councils. You see those fine houses on the riverfront below it? That’s where you’ll find our lords and masters now, all the ambassadors and bureaucrats and tax collectors that the Ship Kings send here – them, and the New Island folk who work with them.’

				It was the only part of the city that looked truly prosperous; a fortified compound of tall houses and green gardens, cordoned off from the shabbier streets around it and fronting onto its own private dock. Dow noted with an uneasy thrill that there were uniformed men patrolling the walkways atop the walls, with long muskets slung at the ready. Soldiers.

				‘Aye,’ continued the captain, also watching the walls, ‘in every big town you’ll find a stronghold like that, where the Ship Kings and their friends live safe and sound. But this one is not the greatest. The greatest is at Stone Port, the seat of their governor. A mighty keep they have there, with cannon on the battlements. And a great bonfire too, burning atop a high tower, to guide their ships in at night. But you’ll see it all for yourself, soon enough.’

				Dow glanced sideways. ‘Is that where we’re going? Stone Port? I was told I was being sent to a village named Stromner?’

				‘You are indeed, lad, but Stromner lies close by to Stone Port, and Stone Port is where we’re bound.’ The captain ran an eye over the crowded river. ‘Us, and most of these craft you see here; their cargo, the same as ours, is destined for the Ship Kings’ warehouses. Later their fleets will come and haul it all away. Fully half of everything that New Island produces, that’s the tribute we’re obliged to pay every year, under the laws of the Settlement.’

				Dow turned his gaze back to the water. It was true – amid all the cross-river traffic most of the barges that had come downstream were not making for any of the city docks, rather they were keeping to the middle of the river and sailing right through Lonsmouth without stopping, just as his own barge was. 

				Half of everything, he wondered. 

				And all the finest timber.

				But the great reach of the city was falling behind now and the barge was being carried around another bend. The riverbanks drew back further and further until they were half a mile apart, and the houses shrank away from the shore, unable to find footing it seemed amid a maze of sandbars and mud flats, exposed now by the withdrawing tide. The salt smell came again, fresher than before on a stiffening breeze, and ahead the land failed altogether, opening out to an expanse of grey, troubled water. It was the river’s end. The barge shuddered as a sudden chop splashed over the bow, and Dow’s heart lifted. Was this—?

				‘No, boy,’ said the captain, smiling as if he had read Dow’s thoughts. ‘This isn’t the sea. Not yet. This is only the Claw.’

				Dow nodded sheepishly. Of course. He had been taught about the Claw as a child. It was a great bay, shaped by two long peninsulas that were the southernmost extremities of all New Island. Each peninsula angled away from the other as it stretched south, until they were dozens of miles apart, then they curved in again to almost meet at their tips – like the pincers of a titanic crab. 

				Peering left and right now across the water, Dow could just discern the low outlines of those peninsulas, receding to the east and west. He also knew that where they almost met again there was a tiny gap, a treacherous narrows through which all ships seeking the bay must pass. It was called the Rip. 

				Chop splashed over the bow once more, and at a word from the captain the bargemen laid down their oars and worked swiftly at contraptions on the deck, fore and aft. Dow realised they were erecting slim masts, each a good fifteen feet high, stayed by ropes. Next they unrolled bundles of canvas and within a short while the barge had become a sailing ship. Not a real sailing ship – it was still essentially a cumbersome raft of logs – but the breeze filled the canvas even so, and Dow felt the barge shift beneath his feet, then plough forward. 

				The wind came from the west, but by adjusting the sails and working with their oars, the crew steered the barge to the south east. By mid-afternoon they had left the mouth of the river far behind and were pushing along parallel to the eastern arm of the Claw, a mile or so offshore. The peninsula itself looked a drear and lonely place, consisting mostly of windblown dunes or stony scrub. Only occasionally did Dow spy any habitation there: a hut, or a leaning fence. Often there was no real shore at all, only mud flats, gleaming dully.

				‘Does no one live here?’ he asked the captain doubtfully. ‘I thought there were villages and towns all about the Claw.’

				The captain shook his head. ‘Not on this side of the bay. Over by the western arm there’s deep water and good anchorage; that’s where the fishing fleets berth. There’s fine land there too, green and wide. But over here it’s all flats and shallows, and for land there’s naught but a bare spine of sand and rock. It’s only us barges that come this way, when the wind says we must.’

				Indeed, other then several such barges visible in the distance, low in the water, the bay appeared utterly empty; a bleak, grey prospect to Dow’s eye. It was certainly nothing like the seething ocean as he remembered it from the headland. Everything here felt flattened – the sky, the waters, the very air – and the small chop splashed ineffectually against the logs of the raft; there were no waves rearing, no white-caps glinting on the horizon. A few gulls squabbled over the mud flats, but otherwise it was as lifeless a world as Dow had ever seen. 

				Dusk came on, with sunset lost behind the clouds. The air grew chill, and Dow huddled into his timberman’s jacket. The crew lowered the sails and rowed the barge close in to the silent shore to anchor. A cheerless night passed, black, with showers of rain. The morning dawned leaden and wet; but at least the breeze still blew, having swung around overnight to come from the north. They soon raised sails again and were underway, now following a coastline that ran directly south. By midday, however, the shore had angled to the south-west. The arms of the Claw were drawing towards each other once more. 

				‘Wind willing, we’ll make journey’s end by nightfall,’ said the captain, sounding pleased.

				Journey’s end. Dow had almost forgotten, in his five days upon the barge, that there was any purpose to the journey at all, other than the journey itself. But ahead now, and close, waited the fishing village that was to be his new home – and waiting also was the man who was to be his new father. A nervous sensation started to grow in Dow’s stomach, and even the cold wet deck of the barge began to feel like a familiar home that he found himself reluctant to leave.

				A steady rain set in as the afternoon lengthened, and the waters of the Claw rolled in low undulations that were pockmarked with raindrops. Visibility dropped to barely a mile and the shore became only a murky shadow on their left. But as dusk approached Dow saw a greater shadow looming ahead, in fact a twin shadow, two hills rising upon the shrouded horizon.

				The captain pointed through the twilight. ‘The promontories. West Head on the right, East Head on the left, and the Rip in between. East Head is where you’re bound. Stromner lies at its feet. We won’t stop at the pier, so be ready to jump.’ He gave a shrug. ‘Sorry lad, but we’ve no time to linger if we’re to offload in Stone Port tonight and be away again tomorrow.’

				Dow made sure that all his gear was stowed in his bag. He stood in the bow and peered forward into the gathering dark. Then the rain lifted a little, and he saw the two headlands more clearly. The closest, East Head, marked the end of the peninsula they had been following all day, and from this angle it formed a rounded scrubby hill. But there was no sign yet of any village. 

				The western peninsula, having curved far away out of sight for so long, now came striding out of the mist to terminate in a blunter, rockier height. This was West Head, and upon its slopes was built a town.

				In fact, it was a fortress. The main keep was set high and proud upon the headland, and streets and houses spread downwards from its walls to the shore. Lights already shone out from many windows, and atop the highest tower of the keep a great bonfire was just beginning to blaze up. Down at water level the town was mostly hidden behind a sea wall that reached out in an arc, but through a massive set of gates, presently thrown open, Dow caught sight of the harbour waters within, and a blur of docks and warehouses. This was Stone Port, no doubt. And no doubt too the keep on the hill was the seat of the Ship Kings governor.

				But for all that, Dow’s gaze was drawn away from either East Head or West. For between the two promon- tories was the channel of restless water that formed the Rip, swirling with strange patterns and currents. And beyond that was a tantalisingly open expanse that extended away into the night, free of all land or constraint. 

				The true ocean, at last. 

				Then the rain thickened again and the prospect was lost in gloom. The wind fell. The crew set to work with the oars. Over the rain and the splash of the paddles Dow could hear the boom of distant surf; beyond the Rip the ocean was pounding against the outer shores, but around the barge the water was calm. East Head loomed through the rain, and they entered a small scoop of a harbour that lay sheltered on its inner side. For the first time, Dow beheld Stromner. There was a beach backed by dunes, a scattering of houses and sheds, a few boats drawn up on the sand, and a rickety-looking pier extending out into the water.

				‘Ready?’ asked the captain.

				Dow nodded, lifting his bag over his shoulder. He felt that he should say goodbye to the crew and thank them, but abruptly everything was too rushed. The barge bumped lightly against the end of the pier and already it was sliding by, he had to jump or miss his chance. 

				Dow leapt, slipped as he landed on the wet timbers and fell to his knees. By the time he got up, the barge was already twenty feet away and the crew were labouring at the oars in an effort to swing themselves past the East Head rocks. Only when the barge was well clear and headed west into the channel did the captain turn and give one slow wave of salute.

				‘Good luck, lad,’ came his voice over the water. 

				A heavy shower rattled down and it was full night. Dow stared out from the pier’s end, but the barge was gone. The wind gusted hard suddenly and rain stung his face.

				He turned to face the village. In the darkness it seemed to consist of little more than a few broken-backed shanties strewn across a wet hillside. Not a light shone from any window, and there was not a soul to greet him.

				The rain blustered again. Dow hunched his shoulders against it and trudged down the pier into his new existence.
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				If he had arrived in an unfamiliar village in his home valley, Dow would simply have sought out the central Barrel House, knowing he would find the menfolk there, busy with the evening’s drinking. But in the rain and darkness it seemed that Stromner had no centre and no Barrel House. There was only sand and grass and the leaning shacks strung out across the slope, their windows shuttered against the weather. 

				Dow stumbled uphill, tripping over wet heaps of rope and blundering into invisible nets suspended between poles. Bones and shells crunched underfoot and the stench of rotten fish was everywhere.

				He stopped and stared about. Would he be reduced to knocking randomly on doors? But just then there came a lull in the rain, and in the passing quiet Dow heard a muffled chorus of male laughter rise and fall – somewhere nearby men were gathered indoors, telling tales around a fire and a whisky keg. And there, finally, he saw it; a glimmer of light, a glow around the edge of a shutter. The rain came down again and he hurried forward. A tall narrow building loomed ahead of him, the upper storey leaning awkwardly out over the lower. Dow smelled smoke and heard the laughter once more and knew it must be the place.

				There was a dark door beneath the overhang. He hammered upon it, and the laughter within snapped off. The wind whistled bleak over the sudden silence. Dow waited, his ears straining for any sound from inside, but none came. He hammered again, then sought for a latch and found it; the door swung open. It led into a small vestibule lit by a single lamp, the floor crowded with muddy boots and the walls hung with jackets. Another door led further inwards, and, eager for warmth, Dow pushed on through it – and then stopped short.

				His first thought was that he’d come to the wrong place after all. He had been expecting some equivalent of his own Barrel House, with its roaring central fire, its great crowded tables and its high shadowy roof. Instead he found only a small room, squashed low beneath a ceiling of heavy beams. And yet there was no mistake, for here, arranged behind a wooden counter, were the whisky casks, and here were the men, bent over a huddle of little tables set before a grate in the corner, their faces all turned in stony silence to study the intruder.

				Dow swallowed. ‘Is . . .’ He searched his memory, which had gone blank. But then it came. ‘I’m looking for Nathaniel Shear.’

				The men only stared on. They were barely a dozen, most of them old and grim, their faces hard and deep-creased and expressionless. Unable to meet the stares, Dow’s own gaze strayed nervously to the walls, which were thickly hung with strange objects and carvings, and with the skulls of what he could only assume were sea creatures, their jaws agape and gleaming with saw-edged teeth.

				Then the silence was broken. ‘Nathaniel Shear, you say?’ The speaker was standing behind the wooden counter, a towel draped over his shoulder and his hands paused in the act of polishing a whisky glass with a rag. He was huge in girth, with great muscular arms, and his bald scalp was a bright red, as if it had been roasted hotly at some time and never cooled down. His face was of the same hue, making him look flushed with rage, but belying that his eyes and his voice were calm. ‘Aye, but what be your own name, lad?’

				Dow swallowed again. ‘Dow Amber.’

				The man considered this for a long frowning moment, but at last he nodded, glancing about at his fellows as he did so. ‘Dow Amber. Aye, that’s a name we’ve heard before, sure enough. You’re expected.’

				But there was no welcome in the words, or in the mutters that arose now among the other men. 

				‘It’s cursed luck, Boiler,’ said one, speaking to the red-faced man, ‘that he’d light here tonight, of all nights.’

				‘Ten years to the very day,’ said another. 

				‘Trouble will come of it,’ added the first.

				‘Enough of that now,’ growled the red-faced man, glaring at the assembly. ‘Trouble was most likely going to come of this either way, as we all know. But we made the choice, and now here he is.’

				There was more murmuring among the men, but no one gainsaid the red-faced man directly. He leant on his counter and surveyed Dow – who was still standing at the door – with a more kindly expression.

				‘Nathaniel isn’t here, lad. You’ll find him in his hut. Go back down to the pier and turn right along the beach. There’s a path there. Follow it until you come to the last shack in the dunes. You might have to knock hard to rouse him, but he’ll be there, and he knows you’re due.’

				One of the men ventured a disbelieving question. ‘You’d really send him to Nathaniel? Tonight of all nights? It’s too cruel, Boiler.’ 

				The red-faced man considered. ‘Maybe now isn’t the best time, at that,’ he conceded, half to himself, half to the others. ‘I suppose the lad could always bed down here this evening, and then tomorrow—’

				‘No,’ declared a new voice, high and thin. In a dark corner a figure stirred; an old, old woman, sitting alone. Her head was bowed but she lifted it now to reveal a long, withered face framed by lank hair, and eyes that were deathly white and blind – eyes, nevertheless, that seemed to fix upon Dow. ‘No, I say. All of you invoked the fates in calling this boy to us, and if the fates decree that he should arrive on this night, then it was intended to be so. Send him to Nathaniel.’ 

				Silence greeted this, until, behind the counter, the red-faced man sighed. ‘Aye, if it must be, then it must be, and there’s no preventing it.’ He looked at Dow. ‘Best you be on your way, lad. And if Nathaniel gives you any trouble, you tell him that I sent you. Boiler Swan is my name. I’m the keeper of this inn here, and he’ll heed what I say, no matter what his mood.’

				Dow didn’t move. Even under so many forbidding stares, he felt reluctant to leave the warmth of the room and venture back into the night. Besides, he could scarcely credit that he was not being offered any food or drink, nor a place by the fire. In his own village a traveller stumbling into the Barrel House on a wild and wet evening would never be treated so coldly. 

				Boiler Swan too seemed to realise this. ‘There’ll be nights that we’ll be happy to welcome you in,’ he added gently, ‘but for now it’s only proper that you go to your new home, and to your new guardian.’

				This dismissal Dow could not refuse. His heart shrinking, he backed into the vestibule. He turned to the outer door and lingered a moment, listening, but there was only silence from the main room. They were waiting, Dow sensed, for him to be properly gone.

				He hunched and stepped out into the night, letting the wind slam the door behind him. He took a few directionless steps, and then paused, looking back at the building he had just left, rearing tall above him. The inn. A strange name. And what was the need of such a large structure, he wondered, when there were only those few drinkers within, using only the one small room? 

				Dow turned away and moved on, back down towards the pier. He found his way more easily now, for the rain had eased and the clouds had broken into hurrying shreds, between which peeped a sliver of moon – but its cold illumination only served to make the village appear even more wet and dismal than it had before, and the stench of rotten fish still prevailed. 

				Back at the pier he located the path leading off to the right, a sandy line worn through the tussocks of grass. It took him to a ragged line of shacks sheltered behind the dunes. Dow tramped past door after door, seeing no lights nor any sign of life, until he came to a lone hut half hidden beneath a tree whose branches were all bent in one direction by a lifetime’s wind. The path ended there, so this had to be the last house, just as he’d been sent to find. 

				Remembering what Boiler Swan had said about rousing the shack’s occupant, Dow gave the door three thumps, feeling the thin wood shudder against its hinges. He waited, ready to strike again, but to his surprise there was an immediate response from inside; a hurried scrabbling and an incomprehensible shout. Alarmed, Dow stepped back just as the door was flung open.

				A lantern shone out, held high by a bony hand, and in its light a face loomed, a man’s face, aged and drawn, and yet at the same time alive with eagerness. For an instant the old man stared at Dow with joyous eyes, and he cried out something, a name perhaps, or two names—

				‘Nathaniel?’ Dow stuttered. ‘Nathaniel Shear?’

				The old man faltered, seeming to truly see Dow at last. Confusion fleeted across his features, chased by sorrow or pain. He shrank back in the doorway and studied his visitor with narrow suspicion. ‘Who are you?’ he demanded, the smell of whisky strong and stale on his breath.

				‘I’m Dow Amber.’

				‘Dow Amber? Dow Amber?’ The old man was shaking his head in denial, his whole body trembling with apparent fury. He reached for the door handle. ‘You’re no one known to me. Go away.’ 

				But Dow wouldn’t go. He refused, in his utter weariness, to be simply dismissed again. He propped his foot against the door. ‘Are you Nathaniel Shear? I was told to come here.’ The old man was tugging blindly at the handle, ignoring him, but Dow pressed on. ‘The man at the inn, Boiler Swan – he sent me . . .’

				At the mention of Boiler Swan the old man sagged against the doorframe. ‘Ah, drown me and be done,’ he panted, bent over. ‘Not tonight. By all that’s afloat, not tonight. Come back tomorrow if you must, but for now leave me be.’

				‘I can’t. I’ve nowhere else to go. They sent me here.’

				Nathaniel Shear – for Dow had no doubt now that this was he – looked up to glare at his visitor once again. He was perhaps not as ancient as Dow had first thought. But he was certainly wretched, his body scarecrow thin, his clothes threadbare, his cheeks heavy with grey stubble and his hair hanging in strands. Along with the smell of whisky, he stank of sweat and fish.

				‘Damn those fools.’ The old man blew his nose in drunken disgust. ‘Very well then, come aboard if you must.’ He turned to lead the way inside, then spun back. ‘But I do not welcome you, boy, and there’ll be no food or drink for you here, not tonight – of all nights.’

				They went in. In the dim lantern light Dow had an impression of a low cramped room cluttered with gear and rubbish, the walls stained black by soot, the air reeking of smoke and whisky. A single chair sat before the smouldering fire and beside it was an upturned crate upon which sat a whisky bottle and a cup. It seemed clear that Dow had interrupted a solitary drinking session. And judging by the litter of empty bottles about the room, it was no rare event. Such behaviour was almost unheard of in Yellow Bank. Men did not drink alone in their own huts. They drank together in the Barrel House. 

				But he was not allowed to linger. Nathaniel reeled to a small door in the rear corner of the room and pushed it open.

				‘In here,’ he rasped. ‘And not a word out of you till dawn, or I’ll toss you overboard, Boiler Swan or no.’

				The door led to a tiny bedroom, if bedroom it could be called – it was more a lean-to of wooden planks erected at the back of the shack. The floor was of caked sand, the air almost as chill as outdoors, and the one small window was opaque with crusted salt. There was a cot against one wall, its mattress half buried by a pile of mildewed canvas. Reluctantly, Dow squeezed himself into the space. Nathaniel was already swinging the door shut behind him.

				‘Remember, not a sound!’

				It was only as the door slammed that Dow spied a nub of old candle sitting on a shelf – then he was left in blackness. 

				He fumbled a few moments to find the candle, groped in his bag for a match, and lit a wavering flame. Huddled on the edge of the cot, he stared about at the bare walls. Cold and hunger jostled inside him, along with dull despondency. This was meant to be his room? He could not help but compare it to the snug closet he had shared with his brother back in Yellow Bank. But to think of home was too terrible. Right now his family would be gathered before their little fire, smiling and laughing, with warm bowls of soup on their laps . . .

				Tears threatened behind Dow’s eyes. He had chosen to leave home and to seek a new life it was true, but oh, was he really expected to find that life in this dismal village? How could he start anew where everything seemed so glum and broken down? Was there even anyone in Stromner his own age, with whom he might become friends? Or were there only old people here?

				There came a thump from the other side of the door, the sound of something being knocked over, and a string of curses. Dow huddled deeper against the cold. No doubt the old man was returning to his drinking. Worst of all was that this Nathaniel – with his drunkenness and foul breath and squalid house – was supposed to be a new father to him. It was unthinkable.

				Dow shivered. The room was freezing, and there was no prospect of anything to warm it, nor to fill his belly. He turned to the pile of old canvas and did his best to fashion the stiff material into a blanket. Then, removing his shoes but otherwise still wrapped in his jacket and the rest of his clothes, he curled up on the cot and blew out the candle, burned almost to the end in any case.

				For a long while he lay there, staring into a dark that was relieved only by a dim line of light beneath the door. From time to time a hoarse shout sounded from the drinker in the other room, and once there came a crash of pottery smashing, and once also, Dow was sure, the sound of desolate weeping. But then the wind rose outside and the rain rattled down again, loud on the wooden tiles of the roof. A storm was rising, and lulled by the rain’s ebb and roar, Dow fell asleep at last.

				He woke to bewilderment and pain. A hand was gripped on his shoulder, shaking him cruelly. He strove to break free, not knowing where he was, but then he saw the room, cold in a hint of daylight, and remembered. 

				The fingers bit more deeply, and a breath of old whisky hissed into his face. Nathaniel Shear was leaning low over the bed.

				‘Gettup!’

				Dow guessed at once that the old man had not slept, had perhaps not even paused in his drinking, right through the night. 

				‘Up damn you,’ the fisherman insisted. Dow wrenched his shoulder free and Nathaniel swayed back, staring down with an unreasoning hostility. ‘I’ll teach you, if that’s what they want. Up!’

				Dow rose, glancing to the window. Rain lashed against the salt-crusted glass. Outside, the storm was still blowing. In fact, it sounded worse.

				‘What?’ mocked Nathaniel, watching. ‘Afraid of a little weather? That won’t do. You’re not in your cosy forest anymore. Time to learn what real work is, if that’s the way you want it. Move, boy. Now!’

				Dow barely had time to pull on his shoes, and no time at all for breakfast (not that any was offered) before the old man dragged him out into the storm. A gust blasted them as they came through the front door, and rain pelted in their faces, cold and hard. It was barely dawn. The wind was whistling out of the west and low clouds were racing overhead, the peak of East Head lost in their dark bellies. Stromner looked as miserable by day as it had by night. Every shack and shed, indeed the very dunes, seemed to hunker down, beaten and drenched. 

				Dow squinted blearily through the rain. Was there a more cheerless and inhospitable place in all the world? But he followed after Nathaniel.

				They encountered no one else and came at last to the pier. To one side of it was the beach, stony and steep and backed by the dunes. There upon the shingle were drawn up the village’s fishing boats, perhaps ten small craft in all, leaning this way and that on their keels, sails furled about their booms. Dow had known all along that he would not be going to sea in anything like the grand ships he had glimpsed from the headland, but even so, this motley collection of boats made for a sorry sight on the wet beach. The scene wasn’t helped by the skeletons of other craft that littered the shoreline for some distance beyond; old vessels that had been abandoned to rot on the beach, or to be swallowed by the dunes. 

				To the north stretched the open waters of the Claw. The great bay was seething in the wild dawn, a chaos of sharp black-faced waves streaked with lines of white foam, the horizon lost to darkness and mist. Savage chop beat upon the pebbles of the shore, and a stinging spray was driven by the wind into Dow’s face as he gazed out, as chill as any sleet in the highlands. 

				‘Look lively now,’ Nathaniel snapped. The old man had laid a hand upon the prow of one of the boats. ‘Get behind there and push!’

				Dow did as he was told, leaning his shoulder into the boat’s stern. The craft was squat and low, no more than sixteen feet long but wide in the beam, made of overlapping wooden planks that were black and oddly slick to the touch. It bore a single mast set well forward of centre, almost in the bow, with a long boom that reached back nearly to the stern. There was a narrow seat by the tiller and another by the mast, but otherwise the interior held only a tangle of ropes and nets and buoys, all sloshing about in a pool of foul smelling water.

				On the bow someone had daubed a swirling pattern in lines of white paint. It reminded Dow of whorls in a tree trunk. He had a vague notion that boats were given names, just like people, but if the swirling pattern was such a thing, or had some other meaning, he could not begin to guess. 

				Dow shoved and Nathaniel pulled and the boat slid gratingly across the stones. The bow hit the water and lifted. Nathaniel, for all his drunkenness, hoisted himself in one swift motion over the side. In moments he was at work lowering the centreboard from its trunk. ‘Push!’ he spat over his shoulder. 

				The boat slipped further out and Dow was suddenly floundering chest deep in the waves, the shore dropping away alarmingly beneath his feet. Nathaniel had loosed the sail and was yanking on ropes to raise it up the mast, canvas flapping in the wind. He glanced back. ‘What are you waiting for? Get in, you fool!’ 

				Soaked through, Dow hauled himself over the stern and collapsed into the boat – face down in the bilge water. He swallowed a mouthful of the foul stuff and reared up on his knees, spluttering. Nathaniel shoved him rudely down again as the wind filled the sail and the boom whipped sideways. Dow clambered out from under the old man’s feet, ducked below the threatening boom, scrambled to the forward bench and then crouched there, blinking water from his eyes.

				Already, the boat was cutting away from the beach and out into the Claw. It was Dow’s first true experience of sailing – the ride on the barge did not count, he knew – and there was none of the fluid grace he had expected. Instead the sail cracked brutally by his ear, and the bow was slamming into the waves, hammer blow after hammer blow, as if the water was hard as stone. The violence of it all was confounding. Dow could scarcely cling to his seat.

				And yet Nathaniel rode easily in the stern, one hand grasping a rope to adjust the sail, the other on the tiller. Their eyes met and the old man’s scorn burned like glee. ‘Stand on your feet, idiot,’ he called. ‘If you can!’ 

				Shamed and furious, Dow took hold of a line of fixed rigging – it hummed wickedly in the gale – and rose slowly. The planking beneath his feet kicked and leapt, but somehow he stayed upright; it was a matter of watching how the boat met the waves and loosening his stance to prepare for each jolt. Derisive laughter from the stern told him how ludicrous he must look, but balanced thus, he turned deliberately away from Nathaniel to face forward over the bow. 

				Rain peppered his face like tiny stones. It seemed at first that they were sailing west, directly into the wind, which was surely impossible. But no – looking more attentively, Dow saw that in fact they were angling across the gale, somewhat to the north of west. Even as Dow pondered this, Nathaniel hauled on the tiller and the little craft swung across the face of wind, the boom shifting with a crack, forcing Dow to duck below it. The canvas filled again and they went slanting away across the waves once more, pursuing a south-west angle this time.

				Yes . . . Dow thought he could see it now, how the tiller and the keel must work in unison with the sail, allowing the boat to skew its way forward, in stages, against the wind. It was almost simple, really.

				He stood straighter and looked about. Behind them Stromner was already hidden by the low point which sheltered the beach; they were now well out into the channel that lay between East Head and West. On their left the heights of East Head remained lost in cloud, and on their right Stone Port was little more than a shadow through the rain. But directly to the south the channel narrowed steadily until, between the surf-lined extremities of either promontory, it terminated in the gap – approaching all too rapidly now – of the Rip. 

				Dow would never have guessed that a stretch of water could look so evil. And it wasn’t because the waves there appeared any wilder than within the channel. If anything, the Rip seemed to swallow the waves, as if a dark oil lay upon the water there, suffocating the chop and producing only sinister undulations and swirls. But it was a deceptive calm – even Dow, in all his ignorance of the sea, could recognise that. It spoke of immense currents at work beneath the surface, forces so powerful that they stilled even the fury of the wind.

				Dow went chill suddenly in his wet clothes. A strange nausea was growing in his stomach, and his legs felt weak. This wasn’t right. He wasn’t ready for this. What were they even doing there? Staring about he could see no other boats; no one else had dared venture out in this storm – so why had they? Not to fish, surely. Indeed, when Dow looked back to the old man, he could see no sane or natural purpose in the fisherman’s stare.

				Nathaniel grinned at him. ‘You wanted to go to sea, boy! You’ve an admiral’s blood in your veins, I’m told. So why are you quaking and quivering? What danger could there be in chancing the Rip in a gale?’

				Such was the hatred in the old man’s voice it came to Dow that perhaps Nathaniel actually meant him harm out here. But it was too late for anything to be done. Dow could only watch on, frozen and helpless, as they scudded through the last chop of the channel and into the queasy swell of the Rip.

				‘Look, admiral’s child!’ The old man’s words were hurled through the wind. ‘Look over the side and see the ocean’s teeth.’

				The boat was moving at a terrific pace now. Dow stared over the side. To his horror he saw that although the surface appeared black, the water was in fact perfectly clear, and visible just a few feet below the hull were rocks – great jagged fangs of stone that rose up from the depths. The water raced across these teeth with terrible speed, and the boat was swept along too, powerless, under threat any instant of having its keel ripped out. Dow became aware of the sail flapping loose, and of the wind veering madly from one quarter to the next. He tore his gaze from the water and looked back to Nathaniel.

				More horror. The old man had let go of the tiller and released the ropes that bound the sail. He had surrendered them to the Rip. Now he stood upright in the stern, hands raised as if to offer proof that he had abandoned all control of the boat. He was grinning still, but tears streamed on his cheeks.

				‘Do you see them down there, boy? All the dead souls the Rip has dragged to the bottom? All the ships the teeth have gnashed to splintered hulks? Do you hear the lost sailors crying to you from the deep?’

				Dow stared in terror and disbelief. They had entered the Rip close to East Head, but already they had been swept halfway across the gap. It seemed that they must be dashed upon the West Head rocks, or worse, be carried out to sea, to where the truly immense ocean waves reared, ponderous and white capped and crashing continuously along a line of boiling water. 

				But Nathaniel was heedless. He had fallen to his knees and was hunched over the side, staring down. There were no rocks visible now, only dark water, bottomless.

				‘Where are you?’ he cried, sobbing amid the rain and spray. ‘Where did you go?’ He seemed utterly mad, uncaring that death was close – or perhaps even craving it. He reached his hand down to the water, imploring as he wept. ‘I beg you, give them back to me!’

				Dow looked up again. Now the cliffs of West Head were starkly clear through the rain. But in fact the current had changed – it was sweeping the boat not onto the rocks, nor out to sea, but rather in an arc that led back across the channel. Hope rose in Dow and he gazed into the centre of the Rip. Yes, he perceived it now – the water was moving in conflicting directions, surging back and forth against itself. Almost there was a coherence to it, as if at any moment all the surges would resolve into one vast pattern, an immense circular motion . . .

				But suddenly stone grated and rapped against the keel, and water spurted from the floor as the planks of the hull briefly buckled and bent. The boat heaved almost to a standstill upon the unseen reef, then the wind and the current tore it free and they rushed on again, back towards East Head and more rocks yet. Dow’s fear roared up in him, devouring. He spun to Nathaniel.

				‘You have to save us!’

				But the fisherman was beyond any appeal, beyond knowing even that Dow was with him in the boat. The old man was raging blindly at the sea. ‘Open, damn you. Open again and show me the way down!’

				Dow had no idea what it meant, and no time for wondering. He clambered under the wildly swinging boom and clasped Nathaniel by the shoulders. He yelled into the old man’s face, not knowing what his own words were, aware only of terror and anger. The fisherman gave no sign that he heard anyway, but then his red gaze focussed upon Dow, and lit with crazed inspiration.

				‘This one,’ Nathaniel cried, clutching Dow in return. ‘Take this one! Take this useless boy and give back those you stole from me!’

				And suddenly Dow was wrestling for his life. A hand was around his neck, and another was dug into his back, bending him over the side of the hull so that he was face down to the water, spray slapping against his cheek. A stunned instant passed before he understood – Nathaniel was trying to throw him overboard! The boat dipped and for a horrifying moment Dow’s head was submerged and he gazed with stinging eyes directly down into blackness. 

				Mortal terror galvanised him. He reared up and sent the old man staggering back beneath the mast. At the same moment a gust hit the flapping sail, filled it, and the boom swung viciously across the boat. The spar caught Nathaniel full upon the brow with an awful clap, and he was thrown off his feet to land sprawling in the bow, where he lay empty-eyed and insensible.

				For a moment Dow could only stare in shock at the fallen figure. Then stone grated again under the hull and he came back to himself. Nathaniel no longer mattered. The true dangers were the sea and the shrieking wind. He lurched to his feet and set a hand on the tiller. Where was he? Which way did safety lie? And how was he to get there? The world seemed to consist only of hurrying foam and lurking reefs and blotting rain. He pushed at the tiller, but the rudder merely swung slack in the water, ineffectual. He was doing something wrong. It was hopeless. He was alone, lost in a boat he did not know how to sail.

				Dow’s fear energised him no longer, it had become instead a cold and shrinking thing, an urge to curl up and close his eyes and pretend that none of this was happening. Almost he gave in to it. But then he saw the shadow of East Head rising over the bow, and realised that the boat had come almost full circle about the great gyre of the Rip. If he could only escape that gyre – this very moment – then he would be close to Stromner and the safety of its beach. 

				If he could just turn the boat!

				Heart thumping, Dow studied the tiller in his hand and the rudder in the water. He studied the sail and the boom and the rigging.

				And he saw. If he took hold of that rope, then he could steady the sail. If he swung the boom that way, then the wind would fill the canvas, shoving the boat forward and giving the rudder purchase. And if he pushed the tiller right, then the boat would steer left, out of the Rip. 

				Dreamlike, balanced unthinkingly, one hand on the rope and the other on the tiller, Dow gathered the boat beneath him, a living thing with a will of its own, but which could be tamed and bent to command. The wind caught the sail with a thud and they were away, slicing across the black water, almost effortlessly in the end. Exultation filled Dow. The water and wind might fight against him with more strength than he could ever muster, but with cleverness the water could be cheated, and with skill the wind could be made to work against itself. 

				Laughing, he guided the boat clear of the Rip and slammed it headlong back into the chop of the channel.

				It was harder there, in the sharp swell – harder to balance on his feet, harder to control the sail and hold the rudder to his course. His elation faded and fear took him again, and the cold. His hand on the rope began to cramp. But he fought on, tacking the boat back and forth clumsily as the channel widened northwards. 

				At last he was clear of the inner point of East Head. He came about one last time and set a course directly for Stromner and the shore. 

				The boat felt leaden now, sluggish. In the bow, Nathaniel moaned and spat blood, but Dow was barely aware of him. He was too focussed on the strip of sand ahead, and on forcing his hands to retain their grip and his quaking legs to remain unbent. He was barely aware, either, of the men that had gathered on the beach, or the others that were hurrying down from the village.

				He knew nothing about how the craft might be stopped. He merely sailed on, paralysed at the helm, until sand rasped against the keel and the boat jammed hard in the shallows and the sail tore the rope from his hand. Everything heeled over, but Dow clung to the tiller, upright still. 

				Men came splashing through the waist-deep water. They climbed aboard, their expressions oddly shamefaced as they pried his fingers loose, telling him, ‘It’s okay, boy, it’s okay. You’re safe home.’

				He wasn’t home. This place would never be home. But he was alive. Released from fear at last, Dow sank to his knees and wept.
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				Dow woke to night and to a dim, small room he did not recognise. For some time he had no memory whatever and could only stare about blankly. The chamber contained nothing but the bed in which he lay, and was illuminated only by a glow that came through a hazy pane of glass over the door. From above came the cold sound of rain and wind beating against the roof, and a part of Dow wanted to simply roll over and sleep again, for the bed was warm. Yet somehow he knew it was but early in the evening, and that he should not really be in bed. 

				He blinked the sleep away. How had he got there? What had happened to the day? Then, distantly, it all came back to him – the storm, the Rip, the madness of the old fisherman. And afterwards . . . yes, he recalled now; the men of Stromner had carried him up to the inn and sat him before the fire, and women had appeared and fed him warm soup and sweet tea, and finally he had been escorted upstairs to this room and this bed. He must have slept the entire day through. 

				Dow yawned and stretched, testing the stiffness of his limbs. The fear was gone, and also the strange lassitude that had come over him afterwards, but he felt as sore as if he had spent a week cutting timber. 

				He was hungry too. And thirsty.

				He rolled out of the bed, gathered up his coat and shoes, dressed himself, and carefully opened the door. It led out into a hallway. A single candle burned there, in a sconce set in the wall. Dow took it up and ventured along the corridor; he had scarcely been awake when they’d conducted him to his bed, but he did at least remember in which direction the stairs lay. 

				He passed by many doors, some of which stood open. They led to rooms identical to the one he had just left, narrow beds waiting within. What a strange place this inn was. Back home in the Barrel House, visitors counted themselves lucky if they could find a place to sleep under the tables, or on the rugs before the great fire. Here rooms and cots were provided. But it also seemed that no one had used any of the accommodation for some time. The rooms were bare and dusty and dark, and the beds had all been stripped back to the boards. 

				Dow came to the stairs and descended. At the bottom he passed through a doorway and entered an open, shadowy space where cold draughts set his candle flickering. Raising the light high, he saw that he stood in a large chamber which, in size, might indeed have rivalled the interior of the Barrel House. There was even a great stone fireplace. But if this was Stromner’s meeting hall, an age had passed since anyone had gathered there. The hearth was choked with ancient ash; stacks of broken crates and casks gathered dust in the corners, and there were no tables, only some benches piled carelessly against a wall. 

				At the far end was a curtained doorway, through which leaked a weak light. From beyond came hollow voices, murmuring indistinctly. Dow made his way to the curtain and pushed it aside. It led to the small drinking room he had visited the night before. He was viewing it from the opposite side now, but otherwise everything looked the same; the peculiar objects hanging on the walls, the few men assembled by the mean fire, huddled over their cups – and off in one corner, sitting alone, her face turned to the floor, was the old blind woman, one hand resting on an upright black cane. 

				Dow could not understand it. What had happened to this village? Where had all its people gone? Clearly there had once been enough of them to crowd the hall behind him, and to fill the beds above. But now . . .

				One of the men looked up finally and noticed Dow in the doorway. He nudged the man beside him, and a silence fell as the other drinkers turned – their faces not hostile, but not welcoming either. 

				Then Boiler Swan emerged from behind the counter. ‘Awake at last, lad,’ he said. ‘Come through, come through.’ And with a meaty hand he ushered Dow to the fireside. The other men hastened to make space at a table, and before Dow knew it Boiler had placed bread and stew in front of him, along with a mug of beer. ‘Eat,’ the innkeeper instructed. ‘Drink.’

				Dow needed no further encouragement. Under the men’s watchful eyes, he ate and drank greedily for a time, barely pausing for breath until, outside, the wind suddenly rose to a howl and rain lashed hard against the shuttered windows. Dow stared up in apprehension at the sound, his meal forgotten.

				‘Aye,’ observed Boiler, who had sat down across from Dow and was drinking now from his own mug of beer, ‘it’s blown all day out there, and looks, like enough, to blow all night again too. But never fear. There’ll be no more boats putting out from this port till the weather’s cleared. None of this idle lot are going anywhere, that’s for certain.’ The other men laughed, but Boiler held Dow’s eye, his red face unsmiling. ‘Not Nathaniel, neither. We’ll make sure of that.’ 

				And the laughter stopped as the men all nodded earnestly. 

				‘What’s wrong with him?’ Dow asked, voice hoarse.

				The innkeeper frowned. ‘Nathaniel?’

				‘It was like he wanted to die out there,’ Dow said, staring. ‘In the Rip. I think he wanted us both to die.’

				A scrawny fellow at the rearmost table spoke up. ‘And what would you know about it – a boy who’s never been to sea before today!’

				‘Belay such talk now,’ Boiler ordered softly. ‘The boy piloted that boat back all on his own, through the Rip and through the storm. Who amongst us could have done that our very first day out?’

				The man scowled, but said no more.

				‘Is Nathaniel mad?’ Dow addressed Boiler again.

				‘Mad? I wouldn’t like to say so. But grief . . . grief has tried him hard these last few years. And it was a cursed fortune that you arrived when you did.’

				‘Why? What did it matter?’

				The innkeeper glanced away to some of the other men, then shrugged. ‘It was his son and his grandson, you see. Yesterday was ten years to the day since they died – drowned the both of them, out in the Rip.’

				Ah. So that was it. Dow had known, of course, even before leaving Yellow Bank that the old man’s son and grandson were dead, but he hadn’t known how. ‘What happened?’ he asked. ‘Was it in a storm, like this one?’

				Boiler shook his head. ‘It was a storm, but not like this one . . .’ He hesitated as if unwilling to say more, and all the other men stared.

				Something hard rapped once on the floor, and a voice, high but unwavering, came from the corner. ‘Go on. Tell him. Tell him how it happened.’ It was the old woman, her head hanging low, but her knuckles clenched white upon the knob of her walking stick. ‘Tell him of the maelstrom.’

				Dow gazed at her in confusion, aware of a strange dread in his heart. The maelstrom. It was a word he knew only from childhood stories, a thing like sea monsters and other faraway fantasies.

				‘The maelstrom?’ he said to Boiler. ‘But—’

				‘Mother Gale speaks rightly.’ The innkeeper’s stare was haunted now. ‘It was the maelstrom that stole away Nathaniel’s kin.’

				‘Aye,’ nodded the old woman, ‘but I’m no one’s mother, boy. Not ever. Memory is what I am. Tell him the truth, Boiler Swan.’

				Boiler sighed. ‘The truth of it then.’ He paused a moment to gather the tale, or perhaps the courage to tell it. ‘Rarely, very rarely, so rarely that a man might see it only once in all his life, the maelstrom opens between the East Head and the West. Only the greatest of storms can summon it from the deep, a storm that blows not from the west, as it does this night, but from the south. A storm that blows not for a single day but for days on end, and which piles the ocean waters through the Rip and into the Claw, so that the bay rises, and even on the turn of the tide its waters cannot escape because of the wind, driving always from the south. In a storm like that the Claw rises so high that beaches are swamped and towns are flooded. But that’s not the worst of it. Not the worst of it by far.’

				He paused again as the wind whistled about the building, and the fire spat and cracked in a sudden draught.

				‘You see, lad, there’s a mighty current in the ocean hereabouts that flows from sou’west to nor’east across the southern half of New Island – which means that it runs at an angle right across the mouth of the Heads. It’s old and strong, that current, and unfailing. Sailors rely upon it to make their way east along the coast; the Ship Kings, for one. But it’s also the reason the Rip is such a dangerous stretch of water – every day, as the great tides from the Claw ebb southwards through the Heads, they run up against that current and all manner of turbulence results. In stormy weather it’s even worse. As you saw for yourself this morning.’

				Dow nodded, remembering the black water and the way it had rippled and pulsed, but more, the way it had moved in a great circle . . .

				Boiler continued. ‘But a southern storm now! After day upon day of gales from the south, the amount of water trapped in the Claw becomes truly tremendous, a monster held caged only by the wind. And when the storm dies and the winds fail, as all winds must, then the monster is unleashed. All that unimaginable mass of water is finally free to rush back out through the Heads. But there it collides directly with the nor’east current; two vast and irresistible flows, clashing head-on in the Rip. From that dire meeting is born the maelstrom . . .’

				The faces of the other men all seemed to have gone grey, their eyes no longer seeing the room or the tables or the drinks in their hands.

				‘Who can fathom the mysteries of the deep,’ Boiler pondered, ‘or explain the motions of the sea? Not I. Still, I have seen the maelstrom, as have we all here, so heed my words. Where the two flows meet amid the rocks and reefs and gulfs of the Rip there forms in the tortured waters a great rotation, the opposing currents spiralling about each other, tighter and tighter, faster and faster, until there exists, consuming the Rip entire, a whirlpool that is fully a mile across.’ 

				Dow blinked in awed disquiet. He would have thought such a thing inconceivable – but had he not seen a hint of it that very morning, in the ominous coherence of the waters in the Rip? It had been only the merest of forewarnings, perhaps, but it had been the most frightening experience of his life.

				‘It defies the mind to behold.’ Boiler was still staring at some inward vision. ‘At the whirlpool’s rim the water races with terrifying power, foaming and smashing against the rocks of the shore, and the noise is ceaseless thunder. But the true horror lies at the centre, for there the ocean opens into a black whirling hole, a great funnel plumbing away out of sight, devouring anything that comes near. To witness this thing even from the safety of land is to know nightmares for the rest of one’s days. To encounter it in a boat upon the water – that, my young friend, is death, one of the most hideous known to seafarers.’

				Dow cleared his throat. ‘And Nathaniel’s son, and his grandson, they were caught . . . ?’

				Boiler nodded solemnly. ‘They should not have been out there that day, not with the south gale blowing. But understand – it had been many, many years since the maelstrom had last raged, so long ago indeed that there were none living who had witnessed it, not even among our oldest folk. The great whirlpool had become a thing almost of legend, and all the warnings that had been handed down to us, we scarcely gave them credit. So there were many boats out that day, despite the fact that the south gale had been blowing half the week. And all those boats returned safe. All, that is, except the last.

				‘It was Nathaniel’s craft, but as fate would have it he was abed with a fever that morn, and so his son and grandson had shoved off without him. It was not so unusual; the son was full grown, a fisherman tried and true, and the grand- son was a stout lad, well on his way to learning the trade. Even without Nathaniel, no wind or wave should have been beyond their skill. But as it happened they sailed further out to sea than any other boat that day, battling against the south gale, and they fished for longer, so that they were the last to turn for home.

				‘It was evening by then, and all the other boats had already passed safely in through the Rip, but Nathaniel’s son and grandson would not have been worried, for the south wind was their friend now, filling their sail and speeding them towards the Heads. Until, that is, sudden and treacherous, the south wind spluttered and fell away, and they were becalmed.

				‘Swiftly they manned their oars and pulled for the Rip. They might not have understood their true peril yet, but they would have known their situation was hazardous nonetheless – caught outside the Heads with the great out-flowing of the Claw about to begin. No doubt they hoped to cross the Rip before the flood became too great. Meanwhile, many of us from the village had climbed to the heights of East Head overlooking the channel, for upon the dying of the wind we were eager to witness the emptying of the bay, little suspecting the horror that was about to unfold. From that vantage we spied their boat and grasped their intent. Indeed, we cheered them on. If they could but cross the Rip in time . . .

				‘And almost they made it. The Rip, at that early stage of the out-flowing, was naught but a confusion of currents going this way and that. It was by no means impassable. But when they were maybe two thirds of the way across, with the safety of the channel in sight . . . ah, how to describe it?

				‘The change seemed to happen in an instant. One moment there was only disorder across the waters, the next the currents had aligned to one purpose, forming an enormous circle, a wheel that spanned the Rip from side to side. It spun only slowly at first, or so it appeared from our perch on East Head. But it grew faster soon enough, and white water foamed over the rocks and reefs, and a terrible roar began to fill the air. And caught on the outer edge of the wheel, their boat swept away and around, were Nathaniel’s son and grandson.

				‘They fought it. Desperately, they fought it. And perhaps if there had been a wind they might have won free. But the cruel air hung motionless, and so they could only labour with their oars – and what are the puny sinews of a man and a boy compared to the power of the sea? Over the roaring of the waters we cried out encouragements to them, but with every revolution they were pulled closer to the maelstrom’s core. And at that core, the dreadful vortex had begun to form.

				‘It was then that Nathaniel himself joined us atop East Head. Someone must have alerted him to events and he had come straight from his sick bed, still in his bedclothes and half mad with fever. He stared aghast at the sight below; his son and his grandson, held fast in the maelstrom’s grip. Even as he watched, their final doom approached, for the great funnel had opened now at the maelstrom’s heart. Fifty yards across that funnel was, or even a hundred, with walls as smooth as black glass; and the sound that came from within it was unspeakable.

				‘Help them! Nathaniel shrieked, turning to the rest of us in his horror. From man to man he went, clutching at our shirtfronts. Launch your boats. If we can sail to the edge of the whirlpool, we can throw them ropes and pull them free. Two boats should be enough. Three boats. We can save them. Which of you will help me? Which of you will go to their aid?

				‘Not one of us stirred, not one of us ran to the beach to shove off. Not one of us brave fishermen. We might have been made of stone. Nathaniel clutched at us, weeping and pleading, and every time he glanced back down to the Rip, he saw that his son and grandson had spun nearer and nearer to their end.

				‘He cursed us finally, cursed us for cowards and vile betrayers, cursed us to an eternity of misery and shame and loss. And off he ran. In his madness and despair he had resolved to launch a rescue on his own. None of us pursued him or sought to dissuade him. We were trapped there on the hilltop by the spectacle of the maelstrom and by the dreadful fate of the little boat.

				‘Round and round it went, the man and the boy still struggling at their oars, though they must have known that it was useless. What it was they felt as that awful pit drew near, I can only hope that none of us here ever come to know. But they had a cruelly long time to consider their deaths. The maelstrom showed them not even the mercy of killing quickly. For all that they raced about that great circle, they crept inwards towards the centre only by agonising inches.

				‘Indeed, they tarried just long enough for Nathaniel to arrive. He appeared at last around the foot of East Head, rowing all alone in a skiff, swept swiftly along by the current, but too late, much too late. He took a moment to stand up in the bow and stare in search over the waves. And for that he was rewarded with the sight of his loved ones caught on the funnel’s very lip.

				‘The man and the boy had surrendered their useless oars by then. Instead, as the little boat spun about the perilous rim, the father was using his last moments to lash his son to the mast. No doubt he hoped that even if the boat was devoured it would rise again eventually and carry his son with it. 

				‘The boy meanwhile must have spied Nathaniel across the waves, for he reached out an arm, beseeching, to his grandfather. In vain. Just then the boat slid beyond the lip and they spun down, pressed against those black whirling walls, until they were carried out of sight below.

				‘We men on East Head cried out in our dismay, but Nathaniel fell to his oars and rowed like a man demented. And yet even as he approached the maelstrom’s edge the great wheel began to slow and the roaring to ease. The funnel grew wider and its walls less steep, until it was no more than a shallow bowl, revolving, and then it was gone altogether, leaving but a spiral of foam at the centre of the Rip, surrounded by dying currents. 

				‘Nathaniel laboured on, but when he reached the spot where his son and grandson had descended, there was now only smooth water over the depths, and no sign even of wreckage. The ocean had swallowed them whole. 

				‘Never did that boat rise again, nor any piece of wood from it. And the bodies of the man and the boy have never been found.’

				Boiler Swan’s voice had fallen to little more than a whisper. He paused and took a long swig from his mug. The other men stared fixedly at nothing, and outside the wind whooped and sighed; it seemed to Dow that he could hear the ocean too, crashing and booming far off. He glanced to the old woman, expecting somehow that she would now speak, but she was silent and unmoving, face to the floor, her iron-grey hair hanging down like a veil.

				‘Nothing has been the same since,’ Boiler resumed, wiping his mouth and grimacing as if the beer tasted bad. ‘Evil days have come to us all. In the months after the maelstrom it seemed that every time we ventured through the Rip, foul weather would strike, or we would ground upon the rocks, or our nets would come up empty. Men were lost, boats wrecked, families ruined. Soon enough we ceased to fish beyond the Rip at all. We confine ourselves to the Claw now, to the calm waters and shallows of the bay, and to whatever meagre catch we can win there.

				‘But it’s a poor life, and so we have dwindled. Year by year, for ten years now, people have been leaving Stromner to seek a new fortune, in Lonsmouth or in Stone Port or in the other villages along the coast. Our young folk most of all; almost none remain. They know, as do we all, that Nathaniel’s curse still lies upon Stromner, and that nothing here will thrive until it is lifted.

				‘Don’t mistake me. No blame here is to be laid upon Nathaniel. He cursed us only in his fever and fear that evening upon East Head, and besides, he spoke truly, for cowards we were. And in any case, the curse lies most heavily upon Nathaniel himself. His life has been grim since that day, and solitary. His only son and grandson are taken. His son’s wife, in her grief, soon went back to her people across the bay. And a year after the maelstrom, Nathaniel’s own wife died. Of a broken heart it’s said. Nathaniel has been alone ever since, the bitterness and despair growing in him season by season.

				‘Oh, he has replaced the boat he lost, as you know, but he scarcely fishes any longer. He hunts the waters for a different quarry now. It is his lost family that he seeks, his son and grandson who the ocean stole. For in his madness – if madness it truly be – he believes that they are not dead. He believes that the maelstrom holds them yet alive in some secret cave or chamber below the ocean floor, and that one day they may be released. A desperate notion, no doubt, born of grief and longing. But then who really knows what lay at the bottom of that terrible funnel, or to where the whirlpool carried its trapped souls?

				‘Not I. But it seems ill-omened to all of us here that Nathaniel has painted the maelstrom itself on the prow of his boat, and named the craft likewise, and goes hunting in the waters of the Rip, calling out to the whirlpool, demanding that it return and show him the way to his drowned loved ones. No good can come from such a summons. And so for some years now we men of Stromner have sat here in our empty inn and pondered what is to be done about Nathaniel, and about the curse that hangs so dolefully over all our heads. We found no answer.’ But here Boiler’s gaze focussed upon Dow. ‘Until, that is, we heard tell of you.’

				All the men were watching Dow. He looked about, puzzled by their faces. These were folk hardened from long life, each of them by far his elder, and yet there was a peculiar deference now in their expressions. 

				Boiler nodded towards the door. ‘One day, messengers came to us here in this very bar, elders from the highlands who were going from fishing village to fishing village with a strange request. There was a lad, they said, and a family was wanted to take him as kin and raise him in the ways of the sea. And then the messengers grew hushed, revealing to us a great secret – this same lad was a direct descendant of no less than Admiral Honous Tombs.’

				In her corner the old woman – Mother Gale – lifted her head at last to stare at Dow with her blind eyes.

				‘Honous Tombs,’ repeated Boiler, his chin rising. ‘Now that’s a name to rouse the blood. The captain of the Grey Sail has not been forgotten among the folk of the Claw. Nevertheless, no village would take the boy for fear of the Ship Kings’ displeasure should they ever learn of the secret. Stromner was the very last place to which the messengers came, and little did they expect from us, noting our poverty and our empty houses.

				‘But we men here descried a special sign in their request. A sign and a hope. For it seemed to us that if Nathaniel could be made whole again and cured of his madness, then perhaps we all might be cured. But the only thing that might so heal Nathaniel was a family to replace – at least in part – the one he lost. A son to call his own again. And why, here was a lad needing a father.

				‘But not just any lad. This boy was the heir of Honous Tombs himself – not only the greatest sea captain New Island has ever known, but also a native inhabitant of these very headlands. To be sure, Honous was not born or raised in Stromner, but rather in Stone Port close across the channel, nevertheless he surely must have tread the streets of this village during his lifetime. And it is beyond question that when the Great War came many men from Stromner embarked to sail and fight with him. Nathaniel’s own father not least among them!

				‘Aye, the name of Tombs was a weighty token to us. Dimly though we might grasp the pattern of it, surely fate was weaving a web of purpose here. And so we told the messengers, send the lad if you will. 

				‘And so you came . . .’

				But at that Boiler trailed off, as if no longer certain of his tale, and a silence settled, the wind and rain outside in momentary lull. 

				Mother Gale rapped her stick. ‘Aye, and so he came, ten years to the day, and what has it led to but the near death of them both?’

				Boiler heaved a great sigh and shook his head. ‘Aye, ten years to the day. It wasn’t by chance, we can be sure of that. Fate is casting its net still, my friends, and we’re all of us entangled.’ His glance went to the man sitting closest to the door. ‘Ethan – now is the time.’

				The man nodded, stood, and went out into the night. As he departed, the storm rose again and wind whistled tunelessly at the doors. 

				Dow shivered: despite the warmth of the fire he felt a cold bewilderment. It had seeped into him as he’d listened to the story of Nathaniel and the maelstrom. He’d had no conception that such grim events were responsible for his coming to Stromner, or that such a weight of expectation had been laid on his shoulders. It didn’t seem fair. He had wanted to go to sea, that was all. The death of Nathaniel’s kin, and the ill fortune of the fishing village ever since – none of it was any of his doing. So how could it be up to him to now set things right?

				Boiler was studying him. ‘It’s a lot to take in lad, I know. We should have told you all this earlier. But we weren’t to know you would come on the day that you did, and that Nathaniel would take it so hard . . .’

				Dow’s mouth was dry. ‘He doesn’t want me.’

				And that was all that really mattered. The hope that these men had placed in him, fair or unfair, had already come to nothing. Nathaniel wanted no new son. And if that was so, then of what use was Dow to Stromner? No use at all. Perhaps now they would simply send him back to the highlands. Dow felt a sharp stab of homesickness, and for an instant would have actually welcomed the excuse to leave and go home to his family. 

				But Boiler only shrugged. ‘Well now, he didn’t want you last night. He was far gone to drink and sadness and even further from his right mind than usual. But he remains a man of this village all the same. And in Stromner, what the village decides upon, everyone obeys. We’re like the crew of a ship at sea – no one man can go against all the others. Even Nathaniel does not dare.’

				Realisation dawned upon Dow. ‘You’re going to make me go back to him? After he tried to drown me?’

				Boiler shifted uncomfortably. ‘Make you? No, lad. We’re going to ask you. Although it’s true to say that if you refuse, then I don’t see how you would be able to stay here and learn the ways of the sea, for no other fisherman in this village needs a son. We believe still that fate has decreed it is Nathaniel who must take you, in the place of the family he lost. We have talked with him at length this very afternoon, now that his drunken- ness has past. He has declared himself willing to bow to our command and accept you into his home. Grudgingly perhaps, but with promise that he will not seek to harm you again, and that he will teach you the skills of fishing. Ethan has gone to fetch him now, so that you may be reconciled in our presence. Nevertheless, the final choice in this is yours.’

				Dow stared around at the men in growing disbelief. Could they be serious?

				‘Ha!’ Mother Gale was licking her lips, her white eyes rolling. ‘It’s a fine choice you’re giving him. To crawl back to his home in defeat, or to put his life in the hands of a madman. What fair and just men you are.’

				Dow almost nodded in agreement. What kind of folk were they indeed, these fishermen? How could they ask such a thing? How could they load all their old guilt and shame upon a stranger in this way? When Dow had first spied the great ships sailing from the headland, he had imagined the sailors on board as the boldest of men, fearless in the face of wind and wave. He had expected even these humble fishermen to be the same. But the men of Stromner were all looking away from him now, studying their drinks, or the walls, as if the anger of a mere youth was more than they could bear. Only Boiler, sad and silent, held his gaze.

				The outer door clapped open, then the inner, and amid a swirl of cold air the man named Ethan returned. Behind him came a tall figure, yet gaunt and hunched, paused unwilling in the doorway.

				‘Nathaniel Shear,’ said Boiler. ‘Welcome.’

				The old fisherman lifted one eyebrow to consider the room, not bothering to hide his disdain for everyone in it. ‘I’ll not bide long, Boiler Swan,’ he said in a parched voice. ‘So make this quick.’

				‘It’s up to the lad here,’ the innkeeper responded. He turned to Dow. ‘Well? Is it the life of the sea that you’re craving still? Or not?’

				Dow stared from Boiler to Nathaniel. He had expected to loathe the very sight of the old man, but in light of his disappointment with the other fishermen, and after all he had heard of the maelstrom, Dow found himself regarding Nathaniel less harshly. The weak, raging drunkard of the previous night was gone. In his place was a more sober figure, haggard maybe, but enduring, with an air about him of habitual silence, as befitting one who had lived long alone. There was still great bitterness smouldering in the old man’s bloodshot stare, but Dow now knew the tale of that bitterness, and somehow it even lent Nathaniel a strange authority. The other men, with the exception of Boiler, seemed to have shrunk in comparison.

				Mother Gale, however, was shaking her head. ‘The life of the sea, you say, Boiler? What life of the sea? No one here lives that life anymore. You live only the life of the bay, and that’s another thing entire.’ 

				Boiler’s red face flushed redder. ‘Don’t mock us, woman, until you’ve seen what we’ve seen.’ Then he said to Dow, ‘We are cursed men, remember, and only death awaits us upon the ocean. We fish as we must.’ 

				But Dow had glanced to Nathaniel and caught a gleam in the old man’s eye; a flicker of contempt that dismissed and denied Boiler’s justifications. And hadn’t Dow already seen it himself – of all these timid fisherman, Nathaniel alone was fearless enough to launch his boat in a storm, or to dare the Rip in flood. The old man was a danger, yes, but if Dow truly wanted to learn of the wild ocean, then to whom else could he turn? He remembered what it had been like to master the boat out in the Rip, and by his own skill tear it free of the currents. He would never experience that again if he went back to the highlands – nor indeed would he ever experience it in any boat that sailed from Stromner, except for one.

				‘I will stay with Nathaniel,’ he said, eyeing the old man directly, amazed at the confidence in his own voice. ‘If he will have me. And I will sail with him and learn of the sea, wherever he might voyage upon it.’

				Mother Gale was rocking back and forth on her seat, nodding gleefully as if she had foreseen this all along, but Nathaniel only straightened severely for a moment, his unreadable gaze fixed upon Dow. 

				‘So be it,’ he said at last. Then he turned and went out into the night, not waiting to see if Dow followed.
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				The foul weather held throughout that night, and for a further day and night beyond, but then the clouds and rain blew away and there came a sun-filled morning and a warming breeze from the south east. It marked the beginning of summer, and of Dow’s initiation into the fishing life. For the next three months he lived in Nathaniel’s house and sailed in Nathaniel’s boat and hauled on Nathaniel’s nets and obeyed the old man in all ways. And there were two things that Dow discovered about himself. He loved sailing – the boats, the water, the wind. But he hated fishing. 

				Every day followed the same pattern. Dow would be roused before dawn by the clatter through the thin walls of Nathaniel boiling tea. The fisherman was always the first awake, despite the fact that he drank late into every night, long after Dow had gone to his dismal bed. Some nights Dow was sure he did not sleep at all. The two of them would breakfast frugally and wordlessly, then, as the sun was rising, they would trudge down to the beach and to Nathaniel’s boat, the Maelstrom. 

				The other men of the village would be there, preparing their own craft. Most of the boats were somewhat larger than the Maelstrom, carrying a crew of three or even four, but so shrunken was the population of Stromner that only half a dozen such vessels could be manned on any given day. There were few young faces among the crews, and not a single lad of Dow’s age. Perhaps that was why the morning launch was so cheerless. Dow had imagined that, with the promise of a new day ahead, there would be shouts and laughter between the men, as there had been with the timber cutters back home. But there was no laughter, and little enough talk.

				Nathaniel, in any case, remained apart from the others. In silence, he and Dow would slide the Maelstrom down over the stones and into the water, and just as silently lower the keel and set the sail. Then, in the light morning airs, and with the sun lifting behind them, they would plot a course away from the beach and out into the great emptiness of the Claw. Nathaniel would be in the stern, one bent arm resting almost idly on the tiller; and Dow, still drowsy and sluggish, would be occupied with trimming the sail and readying the net. 

				Within an hour, however, they would trade positions, and Dow would come fully awake at last as he took the Maelstrom in hand. The sun would be warm by then and the morning mists clearing. Now came his lessons in the art of sailing – or what, in Nathaniel’s eyes, passed for lessons. The old man was a reluctant teacher. He rarely addressed Dow directly, or even looked at him, and his instructions were terse, doled out without context or elaboration. But Dow understood that it was the best he could expect. Nathaniel had made his promise to the village, and was prepared to keep that promise, but only to the minimum necessary.

				It didn’t matter. Dow was such an eager student that he more than made up for any lack in his master. It didn’t even feel to him that he was learning to sail, it was more like rediscovering something he already knew. From the moment he had first set his fingers upon the tiller during the storm in the Rip, something inside him had simply understood the way that wind and wood and canvas worked. Nor did he again experience the awful nausea and weakness that had accosted him on that first voyage. Sea sickness it was called, and apparently it could afflict even the most experienced mariners – but Dow remained blessedly free of it.

				Where such innate abilities came from, he didn’t know – unless it really was the ancient blood of Honous Tombs in his veins – but he suspected it was something that even a thousand lessons might never teach. And maybe Nathaniel saw it too, because although he never praised Dow’s efforts, or gave a single word of encouragement, the old man also never bothered to explain the more rudimentary laws of sailing, as might be expected when instructing a boy new to the sea. Instead he taught Dow only the finer details of the profession; the tricks that could tighten a sail, or edge a course yet closer to the wind.

				Thus engaged, they would sail on until the sliver of land behind them sank below the horizon. To glance about – apart from the prominences of the two Heads, sticking up like islands – they might have been far out upon the ocean proper, for although the Claw was a landlocked body of water, it was still so vast as to feel almost limitless. It could be a hazardous place too, when the mood took it. There were no great storms that summer perhaps, but there were brief squalls and passing gales and sudden waves that arose from nowhere; challenges more than enough to test and hone Dow’s newly emerging skills. 

				He learnt how to locate the lightest of winds by the ghostly shimmers they cast on calm waters. He learnt how to discern an over-strong gust as it approached on a blustery day by the way the foam on the waves flattened and thinned beneath it. He learnt how best to steer when the bay was smooth, and how best to steer when it was all chop and spray. He learnt how to navigate allowing for currents and tides, and how to set a course, tacking this way and that, for a fixed point upon the land. He learnt about the shaping of the sail, and how it could catch the wind in different ways. He learnt the mysterious truth that the boat did not necessarily move the swiftest with the wind behind it, but that rather it was a wind coming from an angle that sometimes allowed the boat to fly most freely.

				He learnt how to be sure of his course even in the many fogs that beset the Claw. He learnt to note the flow of the mist as it oozed across the water, to listen for the far-off sounds of land and surf, or to plumb the depths with a weighted rope and discover where he was by recognising certain shallows and sandbanks. When far out upon the Claw, beyond sight of even the Heads, he learnt to find his way by reading the sun and the moon and the habits of the wind. And he learnt how to read the night sky, a map so clear that if only the stars shone by day as well, and through the long overcasts of winter, then surely, Dow thought, they could lead a ship right across the ocean and on to the very ends of the earth . . .

				By mid-morning Nathaniel and Dow would have sailed far out into the Claw’s heart, and both the sky and the bay would have cleared to a hard blue. A fair wind would be blowing, Dow would be at the tiller and the Maelstrom would be skipping so easily across the white-flecked waves that it might have been a flat stone skimmed across a river by a boy. In such moments Dow knew that – whatever else might be said about his life in Stromner – sailing itself was the greatest joy he had ever known. It was like some glorious and unpunished act of theft, so much speed simply snatched from the elements with no price to pay. It was as if, in his old life, a tree in the forest had fallen not because of axes, but because the fellers had simply asked it to. How could anyone ever tire of such a thing?

				But then his eye would light upon Nathaniel, hunched silent in the bow. If the old man had ever felt any such pleasure in sailing, he did not appear to now. He never smiled, no matter how fine the day. He never lifted his chin to a fresh breeze, he never leant gratefully into a cooling dash of spray on a hot afternoon. He seemed cut off from feeling, indifferent to any joy the bay might offer, as if the act of sailing was no more a thing to him than walking. 

				And even for Dow there came a point in every day when the delight must end and the drudgery of fishing begin. Nathaniel would declare that the fishing grounds had been reached, the sail would be shortened, the net humped over the side, and the boat would slow to a wallow, an animal unhappily leashed. They would creep back and forth across the water, pulling in the net and casting it out repeatedly, both men sweating in the midday sun. Sometimes there were fish to be heaved in, silver and grey and gasping for their lives. More often there were not. 

				Indeed, in their first few weeks of fishing, Dow could not help but notice how small his and Nathaniel’s daily catches were compared to the other boats, and for a time he privately scorned Nathaniel as the worst fisherman in the village. But eventually he came to suspect that the old man chose his fishing grounds not in the expectation of a catch, but merely to be as far as he could from any other boat; casting his nets where no other fishermen thought it worth their while. Hadn’t Boiler Swan said it? Nathaniel no longer cared to hunt fish. It was the great whirlpool he hungered for, and until a south storm should blow again, and the maelstrom rise, it seemed that he sought only isolation upon the waters. 

				Nevertheless, the work went on. Once the net was cast, Nathaniel would steer the Maelstrom in a broad circle until they met up with where they had begun, and Dow would draw the net into a great bag from which any encircled fish could not escape, then he’d haul the dead weight of it back into the boat. The reward might be three fish flopping in the mesh, or five, their eyes staring blankly even as their mouths gaped and blood burst from their labouring gills.

				At first they all looked much the same to Dow, and he would never like the feel or smell of them. Fish were fish. But in time he learnt their names, and how to identify them. The most common were Mackerel, long lean fish that swam in silver schools just below the surface. There were also Salt Perch, bigger and from deeper down, and Claw Cod, bigger fish again that drifted with the tide in solemn, stately assemblies. And there were other fish besides, Grey Shad and Dart and Short Eels, each with their own hue and sheen and shape. 

				But sometimes different creatures were hauled up in the net: turtles, which were regarded as delicacies to eat; and small sharks, thrashing about and snapping with their razor teeth; or shelled and spiny things that were dragged up from the bay floor, some with claws, some with dangerous spikes, some that were worth keeping and some that were quickly thrown away. And then there were the slimy things of tentacles and suckers and slavering mouths. Squid and octopus and jellyfish, squashed shapeless and strange once out of the water. 

				And too big for any net were the larger creatures of the bay. Giant turtles, twenty times the size of their smaller cousins, soaring gracefully along a fathom or so beneath the waves; and seals, warm-blooded and air-breathing, leaping playfully about the boat, eyes brimming with intelligence; and of course the greater sharks, white and deadly as they cruised past on their endless patrols. 

				But it was the other things that fascinated Dow most – the creatures even larger still that he half-glimpsed in the depths. Much of the Claw was quite shallow, its sandy floor home to beds of undulating sea grass, but out in the centre a long canyon reached inwards from the Rip, its bottom lost in hazy blue night. How deep it fell no one in Stromner could say, but staring down into the darkness made Dow feel that he hung uneasily suspended over a void. And once or twice he saw – or thought he saw – immense shapes moving down there.

				‘There is some great beast swimming far below us,’ he whispered in awe to Nathaniel, upon the first such sighting. ‘What might it be?’

				The old man did not even stir to glance over the side. ‘Such shadows are no concern of ours. Whatever manner of creature they be, they hail from the deep ocean, and visit the bay only in passing, never to rise to the surface. Once, perhaps, we New Islanders knew more of them, but the Ship Kings stole away all our true learning when they forbade us from sailing the open sea – we are left only with rumours and hearsay about the monsters of the abyss. I won’t waste my time repeating children’s tales. Back to your work.’

				An answer which satisfied Dow not at all.

				But perhaps the greatest of all the puzzles he encountered that summer was nothing to do with monsters or fish or with the vagaries of wind and weather. Instead it concerned the hull of the Maelstrom. For a humble fishing craft fashioned from simple timbers, the boat possessed a remarkably slick outer hull. Dow had noticed it the first time he’d laid a hand on the Maelstrom, how the wood felt almost glassy to touch, how it gleamed darkly. But it wasn’t glass. There seemed to be nothing there but the wood itself. And it wasn’t just the Maelstrom – every boat that Dow inspected had the same superb gloss to its hull. Yet not once did he witness a single fisherman ever painting or polishing their craft.

				He questioned Nathaniel about it one day, but the old man merely stared as if only a fool could be so ignorant, and shook his head. So instead, one night at the inn, Dow pressed Boiler Swan for an explanation. 

				‘Well,’ said the innkeeper, ‘that’s just nicre, isn’t it.’

				‘Nicre?’

				Boiler looked surprised. ‘You don’t know of it? I would’ve thought it common knowledge, even to a highlander. But it’s simply told; whenever timber is immersed at length in salt water, a thin film will form across the wood, smooth and slippery, like the skin of a pearl – nicre is its name. And a blessing it is too, for nicre keeps a hull clean and quick and sound. In fresh water a hull will get all fouled with barnacles and rot away within a decade if it isn’t repainted. But not in salt water. Why, with no maintenance at all other then wetting it regular, a salt-water hull can last a century and more, thanks to nicre.’

				‘But what is it? Where does it come from?’

				‘Now that I can’t say. I’ve heard tell it’s tiny mites in the sea water, so small that no one can see them, bonding with the wood. But how anyone can know that if no one can see these mites, that I couldn’t guess.’

				Out on the bay, Nathaniel and Dow would usually be done with the day’s fishing by mid-afternoon. They would haul in the net for the last time and the catch, large or small, would be piled up out of the sun under a wet sheet of canvas. Then they would set sail for home. The sea breezes of evening would be rising, and it was a simple thing to tack into them, southwards. 

				For Dow, these were perhaps the finest hours of the day, with the work finished and the bay turned a rich slate-blue by the lengthening sunlight. He would have the helm, so the course was his to set and the wind his to read. It was also a chance to rest tired muscles and to swig generously from the beer flask. Even Nathaniel would allow himself to unbend somewhat, sitting back and stretching his legs in the warm afternoon sun.

				It was during one such interlude that Dow asked if it was true that Nathaniel’s father had sailed with Honous Tombs.

				The old man was gazing at the horizon, and seemed to answer unthinkingly, his tone faraway. ‘He did, as a boy, younger even than you are now, and long before he wed my mother or fathered me. He served on the Grey Sail, and was there when Honous Tombs died.’ But then Nathaniel sat up abruptly, remembering himself. ‘He was too young – just ten when he embarked. They should never have taken him, but by then the war was going poorly and New Island was running short of hands to man the fleet.’

				Dow was impressed. ‘He was on the Grey Sail in the last battle? When it was captured?’

				Nathaniel considered him coldly. ‘Aye. He watched as the Admiral was executed right there on the main deck. And a dozen years more it was after that – his youth and strength burned away by hard labour on the Ship Kings vessels – before my father was allowed to come home again.’

				Dow absorbed this. He hadn’t known that the Ship Kings employed New Island men, after the war, to crew their ships. His sea-longing awoke, sudden and painful. ‘Did he ever speak of it? Did he ever say where he sailed to, and what he saw of the great ocean?’

				‘He was not a traveller on holiday,’ Nathaniel retorted. ‘He was little more than a chained slave. No, he did not speak of it.’

				Dow pushed on regardless. ‘What of the Ship Kings themselves? Did he say what they were like?’

				‘What need he have said? They were then as they are now – a proud, cruel folk.’ But at that the old fisherman sagged and shook his head. ‘One thing only he told me. He said they were fine sailors, to be sure, but no finer than our own crews had been. It was only superior numbers that won them the war. More men, more ships. And more fools us, to battle against them.’ He looked sourly at Dow. ‘And triple the fools we’d be, eighty years later, to think that a watered-down descendant of Honous Tombs could change anything for the better.’

				And so Dow let it go.

				By sunset on most days they would be nearing the Heads, and home. But before they could return to Stromner they must first visit Stone Port across the channel, to unload their catch. This meant passing nigh to the Rip, but Dow had learned to his relief that as long as the tide was not running full, and as long as no storm was blowing, the Rip was not especially dangerous to an experienced hand. With Nathaniel at the helm again the Maelstrom would make its way down the western side of the channel to the Stone Port gate, where the immense wooden doors always stood open. They had not been shut – so the story went – since the days of the Great War itself.

				Within lay Stone Port harbour. Sheltered by the sea wall – which was fashioned in part from huge stone blocks, and in part carved from the natural rock formations of West Head – it was a wide space of deep water, the arc of its inner shore lined with docks and wharves and piers of all kind. Behind them were ranked warehouses and tall cranes and timber yards stacked high, and beyond those again, climbing up the steep hillside, was the town, capped with its dour fortress.

				So fine a harbour was it that a mighty fleet of great ships might have ridden there with ease, resting between ocean voyages – but in fact, to Dow’s disappointment, there were no such ships present, and although he kept watch for one, none appeared all throughout that summer. Even so, the port was a busy place, with numerous smaller boats and barges coming and going in constant procession, for it was here that the Ship Kings gathered their tribute, in the form of produce from all over New Island. Even at dusk the harbour would still be bustling with arrivals and departures, and Nathaniel would have to lower the sail on the Maelstrom to steer a course through the traffic as Dow bent his back to the oars. 

				Eventually they would draw up to a low wharf that was reserved for the use of fishermen. Here waited the fish merchants – and the fish gutters too, and the preservers with their barrels of brine. Dow would be left to make fast the boat and unload while Nathaniel clambered up onto the dock to talk terms. Half their catch was destined to be eaten fresh by the inhabitants of Stone Port, and for those fish they would be paid a fair price. But the rest of the catch would be salted and stowed in barrels as provision for the Ship Kings fleets – and for those fish they were paid nothing at all. Such was the law.

				Often Nathaniel had to wait until other fishermen had finished their dealings, and in those times Dow was free, after unloading, to leave the boat and explore. Week by week, he managed to cover much of the port, wandering along the wharves amid the sweating labourers, or peering into the warehouses to note the great hoards stored there, wealth beyond anything he’d ever seen. He even ventured beyond the wharf district and into the town, with its strange narrow houses and windowed shops and hurrying crowds, marvelling at how different it all was from Yellow Bank, or even from Stromner. 

				But there was a limit to his exploration, for all the streets led ultimately to an open square at the foot of the walls of the Stone Port fortress, and there, before gates of wrought iron, stood armed guards. The gates themselves were open, but few people were permitted through. Everything beyond – the tall houses that loomed above the walls, and the high keep that rose atop West Head – was the domain of the Ship Kings. There the colonial governor, and the lords and ladies of his court, held sway over the town and over all New Island. 

				The fortress was the most forbidding of strongholds, a testimony to the Ship Kings’ power and dominion – but Dow had learned that it was not they who had built it. Rather it had been the New Islanders themselves, long ago in the days before the Great War. Its purpose then had been to defend the channel between the Heads, and even now its walls bristled with cannon that pointed out across the Rip. But in the end the Ship Kings had not needed to invade the Claw by force, or to storm the fortress; they had triumphed upon the open sea, and Stone Port had been surrendered to them without a shot, to become their seat on the defeated island. 

				And yet, although Dow would watch eagerly at the fortress gates, the Ship Kings in person remained tantalisingly hidden from view. Those allowed to pass through by the guards, and even the guards themselves, were all plainly New Islanders by their dress and their accents; merely servants and agents acting on the Ship Kings’ behalf. Frustrated, Dow would have to turn and hurry back through the streets to the docks, where Nathaniel would have concluded his business and be waiting impatiently. 

				They would push off and turn the Maelstrom, finally, for home. It would most likely be dark by that time, and the bonfire atop the keep would be flaring into life, casting its orange glow across the inner harbour. Once they were through the gate, however, it would be true night, and in darkness would pass the last leg of their daily voyage: the run across the channel and around the inner promontory of East Head to the shelter of Stromner’s beach. 

				It was a short trip, skimming lightly along under the early stars, and should have been a gratifying interval, with home and the end of toil in sight. But Dow would always find his gaze drawn away from East Head to look southwards, through the Rip, out to the open sea. A ghostly white line would be visible there in the night, marking the point where the ocean waves crashed eternally at the channel’s entrance. And beyond would be the great darkness that was the ocean, untrammelled and ever changing and beckoning to Dow’s heart.

				The old ache would ignite in him and even the day’s few pleasures and satisfactions would fall away, leaving him empty. The Claw, for all its expanse, would suddenly seem like a small thing, a pond on which children might play. When was he going to sail upon the sea? When would he be allowed to test himself against the true waves of the ocean? When would Nathaniel weary of the confines of the bay and venture out beyond the Heads? 

				The old man was not afraid to do so, of that Dow was sure. The other men of Stromner may have lost their nerve, but not Nathaniel. He would dare the sea if he so chose. Only, would he choose? And when? 

				Once, on a rough and windy day that Nathaniel had declared unfit for fishing, Dow in his restlessness walked from Stromner and crossed the mile or so over the humped dunes behind the village to reach the southern side of the peninsula. This was the ocean side, and here the surf beat endlessly upon a long sandy beach that ran away eastwards beyond sight. Dow stared out over the sea until his eyes stung with tears, so beautiful was it, and so nearly within reach. He even waded in chest deep until the surf shoved him effortlessly this way and that . . . 

				But it wasn’t enough. There was simply no way to partake of the ocean from the shore. Not really. Only in a ship could a man go in answer to the call of the horizon. Dow waded back to dry land and walked home, dripping wet and more disconsolate than ever.

				So it was that most evenings, as he and Nathaniel rounded East Head and ran the Maelstrom up onto the inner beach, Dow’s mood would have fallen low. And the sight of Stromner itself only oppressed him further. After the bustle of Stone Port, the windswept dunes looked especially bleak and empty. Barely a light shone from the village, mournful night birds would be calling, and no matter how warm the summer’s day had been, it always felt colder there, and damp, and reeking. Weary now, Dow would help to drag the boat up over the stones and to stow away the sail and the net. Then Nathaniel would count out the few small coins that were Dow’s wages, and finally the two would go their separate ways.

				For Dow had quickly tired of spending his evenings at Nathaniel’s house, and of sharing in the old man’s meagre dinners. Instead, he would make his way up the dark path to the looming shadow of the inn. There in the little bar he would take his evening meal – and there, every night, he would find the same few men gathered; their faces, their drinks, their talk, their very positions at the tables, unchanging it seemed from the night of his first visit. 

				Presiding over them, dispensing the beer and whisky, would be Boiler Swan. In fact the innkeeper presided over all of Stromner, its chief man by default, for since the village’s decline its council of elders had ceased to meet – or if they did meet, then they met in Boiler’s bar, and acceded to his authority anyway. He was also the one friendly face that Dow might encounter all day, his ugly features never failing to split into a smile upon noting Dow’s arrival. It was from the innkeeper alone that Dow earned any praise for his quick mastery of sailing. 

				‘I knew it that day you brought Nathaniel home from the Rip,’ Boiler avowed one evening, clapping Dow across the shoulders. ‘You’re a sailor by blood. You’ll bring luck to us, I’m certain.’

				An endorsement which gave Dow little comfort, for what luck was he supposed to bring, and how was he to bring it?

				He and Boiler talked of other things at times – of the history of Stromner and Stone Port, or of fishing and the ways of boats – but inevitably the innkeeper would be called away and Dow would be left alone at his table for much of the night. The other men were polite enough if he addressed them, but Dow could sense a wariness in their manner, a caution in their eyes. He even understood it. He was the outsider. But that understanding didn’t help his loneliness.

				Nor was there any hope of female companionship. In Dow’s observation only three women ever frequented the bar, and none of them were girls his own age. One was Boiler’s wife, Ingrid. She was as stout almost as her husband, and a friendly soul, but she seldom emerged from the kitchen, where she was the cook. There was also Boiler and Ingrid’s daughter, Inga, who served out the meals; but she was the opposite of her mother, a thin, stern-faced creature who appeared to disapprove of Dow’s very presence – and anyway, she was ten years older than Dow at least. Which left only Mother Gale, and even if Dow had not been afraid of her, the old woman shunned all company, preferring to hunch alone in her corner, a whisky glass at her side and her horrible eyes shut; but her keen ears hearing everything.

				Boiler and Ingrid in fact had another daughter, Dow had learned, much younger then Inga, and much prettier too by repute, but she had been sent away some years before to live with relations in Lonsmouth. A similar fate had befallen most of the village girls – like the boys, they had been packed off by their parents to more prosperous locations. Those few that were left in Stromner stayed hidden in their homes, affianced to men who were themselves absent. 

				Dow was surprised at how acutely this lack of girls affected him; back in Yellow Bank he had taken their presence for granted, now he missed it sorely. Time and again, as the evenings lengthened in the bar, he found himself thinking of Clara, of their first kiss by the river, and of the further kisses, and other diversions, that had followed. If only she was in Stromner. 

				Her, or someone like her, at least . . .

				But there was nothing to be done about such thoughts, other than to drown them out. So Dow would sit far into the evening, staring at the fire or studying the relics that hung on the walls, drinking mug after mug of Boiler’s ale until the ache in him at last went numb.

				He would sway up from the table then and make his way out into the night. By that hour a chill air would have crept in from the ocean, and dank mists would be swirling between the houses and across the sandy paths. But even in fog Dow knew his way now, threading through the dunes to Nathaniel’s tumbledown shack. A dim light would be in the window, and always the old man would be sitting up, drinking deep in his sullen solitude. 

				The two would exchange no words. Dow would pass straight to his room, undress and climb between the cold sheets of his bed. Lying there in the stark blackness he would strive to suppress the memories of his home and of his family, and to fight the self-pitying tears that sometimes threatened. When sleep finally came it would be uneasy and brief, until he was woken in the grey pre-dawn light to live the same day all over again.

				Thus passed the summer. A few months only of his new life, but long enough for Dow to unearth in himself a profound and abiding boredom. Was this truly to be his lot now? Had it all been for this – his challenge to the Winter Council, the revelations of his heritage, his leaving of home and loved ones, his journey from the highlands, his fleeting moments of joy at the Maelstrom’s helm, and the desire that still burned in him for the deep sea? Was it all for the sake of catching and selling, day by day, a small, wretched heap of fish?

				There had to be something more.

				Then, on the very last evening before summer became autumn, as he and Nathaniel were nearing the Stone Port gate after the day’s fishing, Dow looked up from the ropes and beheld – emerging from behind West Head to poise itself at the entrance of the bay, masts tall and sails bright – at last, a ship.
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				A ship, a true ship . . .

				Dow clambered into the Maelstrom’s bow to see better. Almost a year had passed since he’d last spied such a craft, and then only from afar, from the heights of the headland. Now here at last was a great ocean-going vessel up close, no more than half a mile away, gliding through the Rip towards Stone Port. In the westering sun its canvas glowed orange and its painted wood gleamed like dark metal, and it was so immense it seemed that a fortress as insurmountable as the Stone Port keep itself had risen from the sea. And yet it slid across the water with an almost delicate grace, its multitude of sails rippling in the slight afternoon breeze.

				Dow glanced eagerly to Nathaniel for confirmation.

				‘Aye,’ frowned the fisherman, crouched by the tiller, ‘it’s the Ship Kings, sure enough.’

				Dow turned back. So it was really them. Finally, the lords and masters of New Island were at hand.

				But Nathaniel went on. ‘And not before time, either. They were due mid-summer, by rights. They’re late.’

				Dow was still marvelling at the ship, and it was a moment before the old man’s words sank in. ‘Late?’ he asked. ‘Late for what?’

				‘For the tribute, of course. Don’t you know anything? Three times a year, every year, the Ship Kings send a fleet to collect the bounty they’ve gathered in the Stone Port warehouses. Early spring, usually, the first arrives. Then mid-summer the second. And the third at autumn’s end.’

				So a whole fleet was coming. Dow studied the ship with fresh excitement. It was all the more imposing the closer it drew – nevertheless, it was only a single vessel. And beyond it was empty ocean. ‘Where are the others?’ he demanded, looking around to Nathaniel once more. ‘How many will there be?’

				The old man rolled a jaundiced eye. ‘There will be eleven, because there are always eleven. And they’ll be along soon enough. That there is only an escort ship. One always arrives a day or two ahead, just to make sure we’ll be nice and friendly when the full fleet gets here.’ He stared over Dow’s shoulder. ‘See – that’s not any old vessel, boy. That’s a full-rated battleship, that is. A hundred guns and all. So we’d best be damn friendly indeed.’

				A battleship. Dow turned his gaze back to the ship again, remembering the fearsome tales he’d heard as a child of the Ship Kings’ great battleships with their thundering cannon and their murderous crews. Suddenly the vessel seemed an altogether more sinister thing. It was only a few hundred yards off now, turning side-on to reveal one long flank. And indeed, there were the gunports, three tiers of them, rising up from the waterline. Alarm ran through Dow – for he saw that the gunports had all been thrown open and from every dark hatchway there protruded a black barrel of iron, blunt and deadly. 

				Cannon, rolled out and ready to fire. And while it was one thing to enjoy stories from far away of such guns blazing in battle, it was another thing entirely to be gazing into the smooth bores of fifty of them. For all Dow knew even now their fuses were being lit and their barrels were about to discharge a lethal hail that would strip the Maelstrom into a spray of blood and splinters. The blast could come at any instant. Unable to help himself Dow shrank down behind the bow . . .

				Nathaniel gave a mocking laugh. ‘Steady, boy. They’ll not be firing any broadsides today. Not at us. It’s just for show. They always come a-charging in with every gun run out as if to blow us all to the deeps, but they know the truth as well as we do – there’s no threat to them here and hasn’t been for eighty years. There won’t even be powder in those guns, I’ll wager.’ 

				Embarrassed, Dow straightened again. 

				‘Lower the sail and run out the oars,’ Nathaniel ordered. ‘We’ll have to hold off a while outside the gate until they go through.’ 

				Dow set to for a busy few moments. But here was a new puzzle – how could such an immense ship possibly thread the gate into the harbour? That gate was vast compared to a fishing boat, but for the battleship it seemed treacherously narrow – too narrow surely to run at full sail.

				Indeed, when Dow glanced back to the ship he saw that men were at work in the rigging, and that one by one the sails were being furled. The vessel lost headway and began to drift, a hundred yards off the sea wall and the gate. But then there came a bustle at the ship’s railing, and longboats were swiftly lowered from hoists there – eight boats in all, each easily larger than the Maelstrom, and each crowded with men bearing oars. Once in the water, these boats set off, trailing ropes behind them that were fixed to forward sections of the ship. The crew were going to tow the great vessel through the gate. 

				But now Dow had to bend his back to his own oars, so that Nathaniel could steer the Maelstrom safely out of the battleship’s path. They hove to finally in the lee of the sea wall, just to one side of the gate; a perfect position from which to watch the Ship Kings’ entrance. And they weren’t alone. Above them, on the wall, scores of Stone Port folk were peering over the parapet.

				But Dow had eyes only for the ship. It was advancing slowly toward the gate like some sea monster improbably caught and held by the boats that laboured before it. The boats themselves were close enough now that Dow could clearly hear the coxswains counting time, and could study the faces of the rowers – the Ship Kings revealed at last, even if these were only humble sailors, not captains or lords. 

				Had he expected them to look different from New Island men? Perhaps he had – and in truth, there did seem to be something other about the men in the boats, even at a glance: a deep, weathered tan to their skin, a leanness to their faces, an unusual cut to their clothes and their hair. But then maybe this was just how ocean-going sailors always looked, Ship Kings or not. Dow didn’t know. But there was no doubting the strangeness of the coxswains’ voices as they called, their accents twisting even familiar words almost beyond recognition.

				The boats passed in. Then came the ship. Its bow rose up like an overhanging cliff, as high as the sea wall itself. A great beam extended forward of the prow, strangely carved and festooned with ropes that stretched back toward the masts. Men were perched out upon this bowsprit, scanning the waters ahead and to each side of the ship, shouting reports back to the stern. One of these sailors, a wild-haired figure, half naked and shining with sweat, stared directly down at Dow for a moment, but then the man’s gaze moved on, as if a little fishing boat meant no more to him or his vessel than a dead leaf floating on the water.

				The ship crept onwards. Its bow disappeared through the gate and now its side was presented to Dow, a louring wall curving back as it rose, fashioned from wooden planks that gleamed smoothly with nicre at water level, but which were painted a dark green higher up, trimmed with gold and black. One by one, the cannons protruding from the gunports paraded by. The lowest row of them stood a foot above Dow’s head, but even so he could catch glimpses of the gun crews leaning forward over the barrels. Maybe Nathaniel was right and the weapons were not even loaded, but once again Dow was unsettled by how ready and well-used the cannons looked, and how practised and merciless appeared the crew.

				High above, more sailors lounged at the railing. How many men did the ship carry? Two hundred? Three hundred? Dow couldn’t guess. His gaze continued upward, to the masts. There were three of them, each as tall – no, taller – than the tallest tree he’d ever seen. He had supposed, when first told that highland pines were used in the making of the Ship Kings’ masts, that each mast would be fashioned from a single tree. But he could see now that each was in fact constructed from two trunks bound stoutly together, one towering atop the other.

				And the profusion of rigging! When Dow had glimpsed, from atop the headland, the two ships beating against the storm, it had seemed that their sails hung almost magically free of any moorings. But close up he could see the hundreds – no, thousands – of ropes that affixed the masts and the spars and the sails to each other and to the deck, a vast web that he could not imagine untangling. And yet men were aloft there, moving about with ease, fastening this line or that to secure away the last of the sails, apparently unconcerned by the terrible plunge to the deck that awaited them should they slip.

				The ship eased onwards, halfway through the gate now. Looking toward the stern Dow could see a structure that rose like a castle to occupy the rear quarter of the main deck. A high upper deck stood atop it, railed off and presiding impressively over the rest of the ship. A great wheel was positioned there, taller than a man, with two sailors attending it, hands gripped to the spokes. And arranged about the wheel were a collection of men whose erect bearing, stiffened hats and fine uniforms, embroidered with scarlet and gold, marked them out even to Dow’s inexperienced gaze as the officers and commanders of the battleship. 

				These men, surely, more than their crew, were the true Ship Kings. They exuded authority with every glance and gesture. One young officer in particular caught Dow’s eye; a tall, handsome figure, dressed in a black coat that bore gold bars on the shoulder. He was standing by the wheel, an eye to the men in the rigging, snapping out confident orders. Many of the other officers looked older than him, but Dow guessed that he must be the captain regardless. And in that instant he seemed the embodiment of everything Dow wanted in life; to be so young and to wield dominion over such a ship! 

				Now the vessel was three quarters through the gate. Only the upswept rear section remained to pass in, and here, set high in the hull, were many windows looking out, tier upon tier of them, a profusion of glass panes and leaden framework and golden filigree. Even now, before dark, lighted lamps could be seen dangling ornately from the ceilings of the cabins within.

				‘There,’ said Nathaniel suddenly, ‘do you see?’

				The old man was pointing to a broad panel of wood that formed the side railing of the high deck, directly above the uppermost of the cabins. A series of large golden symbols were painted there.

				‘That’s writing, boy. That’s the ship’s name.’

				Dow studied the symbols, but unlike the images of animals or objects that the Stromner men used to name their boats, the strange shapes told him nothing. Writing was an art employed solely by the Ship Kings and their agents – common New Islanders were forbidden from learning it, by rule of the Settlement.

				‘It says,’ Nathaniel went on, ‘Chloe.’

				Dow stared at the old man in surprise.

				The fisherman laughed. ‘Nay, I can no more figure the writing than you can. But I’d know this ship anywhere. Many are the times it has called at this port over the years. The Chloe it is, sure enough.’

				Dow looked back up, just as the last of the great ship was disappearing through the gate, its stern end revealed, looming very tall. Rising above the gigantic rudder were yet more windows of glass and lead and gold, and upon the rear panel of the high deck the ship’s name was once again spelled out in bold letters. But Dow’s attention was caught by movement in one of the upper windows. A face was suddenly there, staring out over the vessel’s wake.

				It was a young woman, hardly more than a girl really, and Dow’s first thought was one of surprise that she would even be allowed on a battleship; then he was struck by how proud and fierce she seemed, even in the simple act of glancing out a window. And yet there was something disturbing about her too. Maybe it was only a distortion in the glass pane, or a reflection from the water . . . but no, there was something wrong with her face. What it was Dow could not say, but disquiet stirred within him, even as he stared up in fascination.

				Then the ship was gone and the girl with it.

				‘To the oars, boy,’ Nathaniel ordered.

				In the great vessel’s wake, they rowed in through the sea wall. Ahead of them the battleship was making its slow way across the inner harbour, its destination the main wharf, and all the little boats and barges were scattering out of its way. Dow, glancing eagerly to the stern windows, could see no face there now – but the image of the girl still burned bright in his mind. 

				Nathaniel steered for the fishing wharf, and so stately was the progress of the Chloe that the Maelstrom was tied up at its landing before the battleship had even drawn close to its own. But as all the fish merchants had gone off to watch the docking of the new arrival, Nathaniel and Dow had little choice but to wait by their boat and watch the event themselves. 

				On the main wharf a crowd of townsfolk had gathered likewise to view the spectacle. Suddenly there were yells from the back of the crowd, at the place where the main street led down from the Stone Port fortress. In a flurry of shoving arms and raised muskets a small phalanx of soldiers emerged, leading a party of richly dressed men and women – none other, Dow guessed, than the resident Ship Kings of the town, come to greet their countrymen. 

				Obedient, the crowd cleared a space for them. Dow – for all that he had been waiting for just such a sighting – studied the dignitaries only briefly. He supposed that one of the men must be the governor, but it was impossible to tell which, for all the men looked important; while the women, dark haired and tall, were dazzling in clothes far brighter and more outlandish than anything Dow had ever seen. But it was the great ship that demanded his true attention.

				It slid closer now to its berth. The tow ropes had been transferred from the boats and made fast to bollards upon the wharf. On the ship, men laboured in gangs to heave on the lines, warping the vessel slowly sideways towards its station. Dow sought out the handsome young officer once more. He was leaning over the high deck railing, shouting commands to those on the main deck below; then he straightened, hands upon hips, to survey the crowd on the wharf. White teeth flashed for a moment in his proud face, a smile.

				‘Is he the captain?’ Dow asked Nathaniel, pointing the officer out.

				The old man, absently coiling a wayward rope, peered a moment and gave a snort. ‘Not he. That’s just a lieutenant, going by the uniform. Junior grade.’ He peered a moment longer. ‘There’s your captain.’

				Dow blinked in disappointment. Nathaniel was indicating a far less impressive officer than the first – an older man, round-faced and short-statured. He was leaning casually on the rear rail of the high deck, his coat unbuttoned to reveal a white shirt stretched over a stout belly. His shoulders were quite unadorned by any gold, and he wasn’t shouting a single order to anyone. 

				But this offhand air was deceptive, Dow soon saw. The man’s gaze, seemingly indifferent, actually moved continually about the ship, missing nothing. And although he gave no verbal orders, all the other officers were careful to glance back to him from time to time (with the exception of the young lieutenant, who was still busily yelling over the rail); and should he nod minimally, or shrug, crewmen would immediately hurry off to this task or that.

				‘No peacock, that one,’ Nathaniel observed. ‘He’s a true seaman, and as well known here in Stone Port as his ship. Captain Vincente of the Shinbone is what they call him. Aye,’ he added, catching the look in Dow’s eye, ‘they have strange names, these Ship Kings. And strange ways too. But the tale goes that Chloe was the name of his wife, and that she died untimely, and that when he earned command of his own vessel he changed its name to hers. And even his own folk think that peculiar, for a lass is not the same thing as a battleship.’

				As Dow watched, the dour little commander strolled to the dockside rail, as if from idle curiosity, to oversee the final moments of berthing. Captain Vincente of the Shinbone. A strange name indeed . . .

				But then everything about the Ship Kings was strange – Dow knew so little about them. All he had to go on were the tales of his childhood; stories of how their mariners roved the seas for years on end, returning to their homeland only to repair their vessels, and how that homeland was the greatest of the Four Isles and was known as The Kingdoms, and reigning there were eleven kings over eleven realms, each enemies of old, but now all allied under the one Sea Lord, who ruled the world and lived on a giant ship which never saw land. 

				But was any of that real? As he’d grown older, Dow had come to suspect that most such stories were merely fables and fancies, told to entertain. But now it suddenly struck him – whatever the truth of the stories, the Ship Kings themselves were a fact. Here was an actual ship and an actual crew, not described in some tale, not merely glimpsed from a headland, but up close, in brute strength and in coarse flesh and blood, with cannons deployed. It brought home to him as never before something he’d always known but never quite grasped: a foreign power ruled over his land, an alien people, and they did so by force.

				The great warship was finally alongside the dock. Dow watched in thoughtful silence as mooring ropes were made fast, a gangway was lowered and the governor’s party from the town were welcomed aboard. 

				His attention was called away then, for the fish merchants had returned to their stalls and the day’s catch had to be unloaded. When that was done, Dow remembered the girl he’d seen. He turned to study the Chloe once more in hope of sighting her, but she was nowhere on deck, and her face was in no window. By then the ship’s officers and their guests had all vanished below and only the common sailors remained, working on the main deck or tramping down the gangway to mix with the crowd that still milled about upon the wharf. 

				Nathaniel climbed back into the boat. ‘Time we were away, boy. Quickly now. Your gawking can wait for another day.’ 

				Dow glanced at the old man in irritation. It wasn’t gawking. The great ship was important and it was only right that he should study it closely. (And never mind that he’d actually been looking for the girl.) But restraining his temper, he took up the oars and rowed the Maelstrom back across the harbour, his gaze lingering on the Chloe until they passed through the gate. 

				Out in the channel they quickly raised sail. The evening was deepening now and a keener wind was blowing. Gazing across the Rip and out to the ocean, Dow could see white-capped waves rearing in restless lines. Having now beheld a ship at first hand, and seen mariners fresh from a long voyage, the ache rose in him so acutely that he could no longer hold his tongue.

				He turned to Nathaniel. ‘When will we fish in the sea?’ 

				The old man stirred at the tiller, gave him a warning look. ‘No one fishes the sea anymore. No one from Stromner, anyway.’

				‘The other men don’t, I know. But I thought you . . .’

				‘Oh aye?’ Nathaniel’s stare sharpened further still. ‘What did you, in all your grand wisdom, deign to think about me?’

				Dow swallowed, not knowing how to say it, but knowing he must. ‘I thought you weren’t like them. I thought you weren’t afraid.’

				‘Afraid!’ The fisherman gave the tiller a savage twist and the boat broached; the boom slammed across in the wind and Dow went sprawling to avoid it. He struggled to his knees, but Nathaniel wrenched the rudder again and the boat canted hard the other way, near on capsizing. Dow fell headlong against the gunnels. Only then did the old man set the boat right. Through both upheavals he had ridden easily at the tiller. ‘Afraid!’ he repeated scornfully, as Dow gathered himself up. ‘One summer of fair weather fishing on the Claw and you think you know what sailing is? You think you’re a match for the sea?’

				Dow could feel that his scalp was split and that blood was trickling through his hair, but he refused to raise a hand to touch it. He did his best to meet Nathaniel’s gaze, and the derision burning there.

				‘Fool,’ the old man pronounced. ‘What do you know of waves or wind? Why, take you a mile beyond the Heads and you’d be wailing for your mother, once you saw true ocean swells. There’s no escape out there, no retreat. The currents would drag you beyond sight of shore before you knew it, and without landmarks or soundings you would never find your way home.’

				Dow held to his wavering courage. ‘The Ship Kings find a way.’

				‘Aye, but you’re an even greater fool if you take comfort in that. The Ship Kings share their secrets with no one. Whatever the art of navigating the deep ocean might be, it’s long since lost to us New Islanders.’

				‘But there was a time that you fished the sea, even so.’

				‘Never beyond sight of land.’

				‘And yet you went. You and all the men of Stromner. Before you became too frightened. Before the day of the maelstrom.’

				‘Wretched boy!’ cried the old man, stung to fury. ‘I alone have braved the wrath of the great whirlpool, no one else. You do not dare accuse me so. I fear nothing in the ocean, not even death.’ 

				‘Then why won’t you take me beyond the Heads?’ Dow pleaded, in one last attempt. ‘It’s true that I know nothing of the sea, as you say. But how will I learn, if I’m never allowed to go there?’

				To which Nathaniel responded in cold disdain, ‘You don’t deserve to learn. Others may think you are somehow fated to save our village, or to right the wrongs done to me ten years before now – but I do not. There’s no great destiny in you, boy. You’re naught but a spoiled child who hadn’t the stomach to live out the life appointed you. The fools of Stromner took you in, and aye, I gave my word to teach you the fishing life – but I said nothing of the sea. You are not worthy of the sea. I will never take you there. Do you understand? Not ever!’

				A deadly anger woke in Dow, and in turn he responded with what he was sure would be the most insulting, unpardonable words that he could utter in the old man’s presence. Softly, he said, ‘I have not told you this before, but I’ll tell it to you now. I am sorry for the loss of your son and your grandson.’

				Nathaniel’s expression froze over. With a measured and final deliberation, he turned his face away and spoke no more. In silence, they sailed to Stromner beach. In silence, they dragged the boat up onto the sand. And in silence they parted. 

				Dow made his way to the inn, his innards all in a turmoil and his anger giving way to doubt. He’d known, of course, that pity was the one sentiment Nathaniel would never tolerate from him. But he’d been provoked beyond endurance. All these months he had obeyed the old man’s every order, he had shown himself skilled at every task set – and for what? He did not expect Nathaniel to ever like him, yet surely he had earned acceptance . . . 

				But no, it seemed the horrid old man held him in the same unreasoning contempt that he had on the night they’d first met; and now, even worse, had sworn that Dow would never go to sea. It was too unfair. If Dow had committed some actual crime it would’ve been the worst punishment he could imagine; to live in view of the ocean and yet never be allowed to voyage there. And yet he had committed no such crime. Was simple curiosity a crime? Was desire for greater things a crime? Was to envy the freedom of the Ship Kings a crime?

				He came to the inn, but nearly turned back at the front door. He did not think he could face another night sitting alone in the miserable bar. The old home- sickness washed over him; he would’ve given anything just then to spend an hour with his family, to bask in their understanding and support. But it was impossible, they were hundreds of miles away. His only choice was either the inn, or Nathaniel’s house, and that was no choice at all. 

				Dow pushed open the door and went in. But at the inner door he halted in surprise, for a strange sound was bubbling through from the room beyond; the massed hum of many voices. He listened a moment, perplexed, then pushed through the second door – and stopped still in amazement. The bar was jammed full. It looked as if every man of the village was there, even those who rarely visited the inn, and indeed most of the women too. The din of conversation was enormous, and the air was thick with smoke and beer and whisky.

				No one noticed Dow. He stood there for a confused instant – his fight with Nathaniel quite forgotten – then went squeezing his way through the crowd to get to the counter. He ordered his beer from a harassed-looking Inga, and then squeezed his way back through the press again, to find a last empty seat at a table by the wall. The noise and the crush reminded him almost of the Winter and Summer Councils back in Yellow Bank. But what could be the special occasion? 

				He had his answer soon enough, for there was only one topic of discussion throughout the bar – the arrival of the great battleship in Stone Port. It was this notable event that had brought everyone out. Indeed, it seemed that such an assembly was near to a ritual in Stromner, convened by common consent whenever a fleet – or at least its leading vessel – appeared between the Heads. It was, in short, a chance to gossip about the Ship Kings.

				Dow drained his mug and then ordered another, along with his dinner. No one spoke to him, but all the while he listened in eagerly on as many conversations as he could. It was clear that Nathaniel had spoken the truth; the battleship was indeed a regular visitor, and a familiar sight to the villagers. As was its captain.

				‘Do you remember old Vincente’s first trip?’ asked one man – Morris was his name – of the crowd. ‘Twelve years back it was, and the Chloe only newly under his command. He fired off that broadside as they neared the Heads, right in front of the whole fishing fleet.’ There were nods of recollection around the bar. ‘All fifty guns to the left, then all fifty to the right. The noise of it, and the smoke – and then great towers of water rising up on either side! Why, the Chloe must throw three ton of metal at least, every time those guns let fly.’

				‘Aye,’ said another, ‘but it must rattle the ship’s bones too. ’Tis an old craft, the Chloe. It was on the Whale Island run for many a year, so the stories go, before Vincente took it over and gave it a refit.’

				‘Old, but a fine vessel all the same, and mighty,’ said a third. ‘Six hundred and no less it takes as crew, men and officers together.’ 

				Dow noted the number – it was even more than he’d thought. He also noted the word men. There was no mention of any girls.

				‘Still,’ pondered Morris loudly, ‘if what they say is true, then there be bigger ships with bigger guns, far out to sea. So big they could scarce come between the Heads, let alone enter the Stone Port gate.’

				‘Go on!’ said a doubter. ‘There’s always talk of these giant ships, but I’ve never seen one and no one here has. The Chloe is as big as anything that’s ever docked at Stone Port – and why would the Ship Kings need anything bigger? Who have they got to fight anymore, other than each other?’

				‘Who knows how the Ship Kings think and why they do what they do?’ disagreed one woman. ‘They ain’t like us, that’s for sure. By all accounts they’re crazed when it comes to the sea. Crazed enough to build giant ships they don’t even have use for, if the mood takes them.’

				‘Maybe,’ said a man near her, ‘but how many ships is it? As a rule we only ever see two or three here at any moment – warships I mean, not merchantmen – and usually it’s the same two or three each time. How many others are there, that’s what I want to know.’

				‘And you can go on wanting,’ came the woman’s reply. ‘The Ship Kings won’t be telling the likes of us.’

				‘Hold there a moment!’ called Boiler Swan, who was placing a third mug in front of Dow. ‘There may be no way to know how big the Ship Kings fleet is now, but we can sure enough figure how big it was once. Would I be right in my thinking there, Mother Gale?’

				Dow had not noticed the old woman amid the crush, but now the crowd shifted so that a space opened about her usual corner, and there she sat, as ever, whisky glass at her side and a gnarled hand gripping her cane. She had thrown her head back to stare right at the innkeeper.

				‘Aye, Boiler, you might be, at that,’ she declared, after a pause for silence to fall. ‘Or at least we can make a reasoned guess. It’ll be the days of the Great War you’d be speaking of. I was but a babe, of course, but my father served throughout, and there’s nothing he didn’t tell me of those times. I remember it, like I remember everything, and there’s no one else can say that, other than Nathaniel maybe, and he won’t tell what he knows anyhow.’

				‘Well then,’ prompted Boiler, ‘what of the Ship Kings fleet?’

				But the old woman wasn’t to be hurried. She shook her head. ‘No man from New Island ever counted the full number of the Ship Kings vessels, so there’s no saying for certain. Other than this – those of our men who survived the war all reported that the enemy outnumbered us by at least two ships to one.’

				The room had waited in respectful quiet. Now a voice from the back piped up. ‘So how big was our fleet?’

				Mother Gale smiled widely in reply, showing gaps in her yellow teeth. ‘Time was we had no fleet at all, or one barely worth the name. Before the war things was very different. Our merchantmen plied the seas with scarcely a care, trading all across the Four Isles. The Ship Kings mostly warred against each other back then, and were friendly enough to outsiders. Oh, sometimes one kingdom or another might turn pirate and start attacking our vessels, so we did keep some warships for protection. But in those days New Island could field no more than three or four first rate battleships, and maybe half a dozen frigates besides.’

				Mutters of disappointment sounded from about the bar. Three or four? So few!

				‘Aye, aye,’ Mother Gale was nodding, ‘but soon enough things changed. The Ship Kings united finally under the one Sea Lord, and then they sought dominion over all the ocean and all the Isles. That’s when war loomed, and that’s when we began building a proper fleet. How big did it get? That’s hard to say. It was a long war and many ships were launched, but many were sunk in battle and many were lost at sea never to be seen again, so it’s not as if there was ever the one fleet in the one place all at the one time. But as my father reckoned it, at our greatest strength we could have fielded a dozen first rate battleships, hundred-gunners all, and as many as thirty frigates of fifty or sixty guns apiece.’

				Now the murmurs were more appreciative. Over forty ships! And to think, they had once sailed the very waters of the Claw, and crowded the docks of Stone Port and Lonsmouth. It was hard to imagine.

				‘By which reckoning,’ came Boiler’s grim reminder, ‘the Ship Kings could muster twenty-four battleships, and sixty frigates.’

				The murmurs fell silent.

				Mother Gale nodded again, sadly it seemed. ‘Aye. And so the war was lost. Slowly, it’s true, for we won our share of engagements at sea. But we were worn down in the end. My father told me that when Admiral Tombs led our last fleet out, he had but fifteen patched-up vessels all told. And no ship of our own has set sail from here in the eighty years since. What size the Ship Kings fleet is today, and what manner of craft, I cannot tell you. I know only what has been. But my father never spoke of giant ships, or giant guns. It shows only the depth of our ignorance, that we are reduced to guessing about such things now.’

				Gravely, Mother Gale drank from her glass and set it down. A mournful quiet held in the room for a time.

				Dow drank too, a deep gulp, for the mention of his famous ancestor had disturbed him. But when he lowered his mug he saw that many of the Stromner folk were watching him now, as if they too were remembering who he was and how he had come to be there. An expectation weighed in those stares. There was something he was supposed to do that would change all their fates. That’s what they believed, and that’s what they were waiting for.

				Well, they would be waiting eternally, Dow decided, his gloom returning in full force. If there had ever truly been a purpose to his presence in Stromner, and to his kinship with Honous Tombs, then surely it was rendered meaningless if he was forbidden from ever learning about the ways of the open sea. They should take it up with Nathaniel, if they wanted an answer . . .

				Nevertheless, the stares demanded a response.

				Dow cleared his throat. ‘The Ship Kings,’ he said to the room, looking at no one directly. ‘How do they navigate out on the wide ocean? How do they find their way in fogs, or when clouds hide the stars? How did our own ships do it, in the days before the war? What is the art?’

				Faces turned away, and Dow saw in them the shame at their own lack of knowing. Only Mother Gale responded, she who surely had never even sailed a boat, but who was the repository for all history in the village – a single blind scribe, in effect, instead of the sighted three that Dow had known in the highlands. 

				‘The art is lost to us,’ she lamented, the white orbs of her eyes gone empty, focussed upon no one. ‘Oh, we knew of it in the old times – at least, the captains of our ships, and their officers, knew of it. But after the war the Ship Kings imprisoned all such men, or had them killed, and forbade anyone else to speak of sea navigation, and so the knowledge was never passed down to any New Island child. The Ship Kings were wise in their cruelty, for we will never challenge them now, when we cannot even sail beyond sight of land without fear.

				‘My own father survived the war, it is true, but he had not the knowledge, for he was no officer. A mere cook’s assistant he was, and the art of way-finding was not taught to one such as he, nor to any common sailor. It was a learned thing, for learned folk. But just once he did speak to me, in private, of what he’d witnessed of navigation at sea, little though his words explain.

				‘Listen now, for this is what he told me. There was a glass device, he said, that was kept on the high deck, close by the ship’s wheel, set in a special stand of wood and brass. The officers would stare into that glass and somehow from it they would learn their whereabouts upon the ocean, no matter the weather, no matter the darkest night. And hence they would know which course to steer. 

				‘It sounds fanciful, does it not? But there must be truth in it, for haven’t I seen myself – as a girl, in the days before my sight was taken away – on the vessels the Ship Kings send, a stand set close to the wheel, just as my father described. The secret glass is kept there I don’t doubt, and wondrous it must be to look into it and have the whole ocean revealed to you at a glance.’

				The old woman raised her whisky and licked her lips.

				‘Indeed, this I foretell – on the day that a New Islander finally looks again into such a glass, and learns its mysteries, then the time of our long suffering will be over, and the day of our redemption will be at hand.’

				And with that Mother Gale upended her glass, drank it empty, then slammed it down on the bench beside her and called for another. Discussion burst forth all about the bar, a flurry of arguments running this way and that, for many had heard similar tales of such a magical instrument, and everyone had their own theory as to how it might work or whether such a marvel could even be real. 

				But Dow no longer gave heed. He was lost to a sudden memory – of the moment the Chloe had slid by him to enter the Stone Port gate, the moment that he’d stared up at the young officer whom he’d mistaken for the captain. That officer had been posed forward of the ship’s wheel, calling commands up to the rigging. One of his hands had been raised, trumpet like, to his mouth. The other, however, had been resting upon an object made of brass and wood; a stand of some kind, about four feet high, at the top of which there had glinted glass. 

				Mother Gale was right. The device existed; it stood in plain view. With access to such a wondrous thing, a man would be free to sail fearlessly across the great ocean beyond sight of landmark or sounding! 

				Dow swigged from his mug again, but he knew that no matter how much ale he drank, there would be no peace or sleep for him tonight. He would be too tortured by thoughts of escape – escape from the safe, challenge-less waters of the Claw, escape from Nathaniel’s constrictions and hatred, escape from the drear life of a fisherman. The mysterious way-finding glass could make it all possible. But even though it was so achingly close at hand, there upon the Chloe, it was forbidden to one such as he, as out of reach to him as were the stars.

				Unless, that was, he climbed up to the deck of the great ship, docked now in Stone Port for weeks to come, and looked for himself.
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				The rest of the Ship Kings fleet arrived two days later. Nathaniel and Dow were out fishing at the time, so they missed the grand sight of so many ships appearing at the Heads and then passing through the Stone Port gate. But when they entered the harbour themselves late that afternoon, they found that the docks were now jammed to capacity with great vessels lined up stern to bow, the multitude of their masts as thick as a forest.

				Nathaniel had said there would be eleven ships, but in fact Dow counted thirteen newcomers, in addition to the Chloe. Nathaniel, it transpired, had been referring only to the number of merchantmen in the fleet. There were indeed eleven of these – square, hulking craft that were near as large as the battleship in sheer size, but which possessed none of its lean grace, and none of its menace either, being quite unarmed. Their purpose was simply the carrying of cargo, safe and sure and slow. Already labourers were swarming about them, the work begun of loading all New Island’s tribute into their accommodating holds.

				The other two newcomers, however, were warships. They were frigates, to be exact, which meant that each was somewhat smaller than the Chloe, with only two gun decks instead of three – but they looked deadly nonetheless, possessing the air of swift hunting dogs set in charge over the docile herd of merchantmen. Both had visited Stone Port before, according to the gossip on the docks, and were named the Severe and the Conquest. And there was no mistaking their martial intent. With the Chloe stationed at one end of the wharves, the Conquest berthed at the other, and the Severe positioned in the middle, the three warships had all the harbour, and indeed the town itself, covered by the sweep of their guns. 

				But the occupation of Stone Port – as Dow came to regard it in the days that followed – was not just a matter of the fourteen ships. The fleet also brought with it close to five thousand sailors – five thousand sea-weary men who were due for shore leave. The officers, much fewer in number, were given the run of the Stone Port fortress for their rest and relaxation, at the governor’s pleasure; but not the common seamen and gunners. These thousands of men, in their off watches, were loosed upon the alleyways, inns and bars of the lower town.

				It was an invasion that transformed Stone Port, cramming its byways with the exotically garbed Ship Kings crews and filling the air with their accented shouts and laughter. The New Island folk (Dow could not help but notice how drab and small they suddenly looked in comparison) could scarcely move in their own streets, or drink in their own inns, so great was the crush. And yet Stone Port bore the inundation without complaint. There were no mutterings against the visitors, no harsh words, no brawling. The war had been lost long ago, and whatever the townsfolk might feel in their hearts about being overrun, they kept it well hidden.

				And anyway, the Ship Kings brought with them one thing that all New Islanders welcomed unreservedly. That thing was news – news from the lands across the sea; a treasure to a people no longer able to travel. Dow, to his regret, seldom had the chance to hear such news direct from the sailors themselves, for his visits to Stone Port remained brief. But as the days went by and the crews roamed the town, the stories they told began to circulate all about Stone Port and eventually reached even across the channel to Stromner, where the villagers repeated them eagerly each night over their drinks in the inn. 

				There was, for instance, much talk of the Ship Kings’ homeland. Dow soon learned that he’d been taught truly as a child; the Kingdoms did indeed consist of eleven separate realms, ruled by eleven kings, with one Sea Lord reigning over all. Alas, whether or not the Sea Lord really lived on a giant ship which never saw land, no one could say, for the visiting crews did not speak of it.

				Despite their alliance, however, it seemed that old rivalries still lingered between the Ship Kings. That was why there were always eleven merchantmen in the fleets that came to Stone Port; each kingdom, jealous of its share of the tribute, sent a ship of its own to collect that share. Rumours spoke too of more urgent troubles. The current Sea Lord – the sixth in the line – was apparently old and unwell, and there was debate among the kings about the succession.

				There was news also of the other two of the Four Isles. All his life, Dow had heard little of them beyond their names – Red Island and Whale Island, sometimes called the Twin Isles, as they were close neighbours. The most he knew was that they lay many weeks’ voyage to the west (whereas the Kingdoms lay far to the east) and that they had fallen under the rule of the Ship Kings in the same war that had seen New Island conquered. 

				Now however he learned of the strange wonders to be found in these two distant lands. Red Island it seemed was a place of boiling lakes and burning mountains, where men dug deep in the earth in search of metals, or toiled in smithies to cast cannon for the Ship Kings. And Whale Island was a mass of jungle and swamp, where bizarre plants grew and where peculiar spirits were brewed, while the ocean all about was crowded with reefs, between which swam the great sea beasts that were hunted for their oil, and which gave the land its name.

				It was even stranger to hear about the peoples of these islands. Peoples with their own ways and customs, and with their own cities and ports. Peoples who had fought alongside New Island during the Great War, and who laboured now, likewise, under the Ship Kings’ sway. Peoples Dow would never meet. Were they content, he wondered, those faraway folk? Did they ever resist, or seek to rebel? Or were they as the New Islanders were – compliant in their defeat? 

				But of all the Ship Kings’ news, of greatest interest to Dow was news of the sea. For although their merchantmen sailed mainly to carry cargo, and their warships sailed mainly in search of battle, still the deepest love of the Ship Kings was to sail for sailing’s sake. Ever and again, it seemed, they would assemble a fleet and venture off into the wilds of the farthest ocean – far beyond the travelled waters that lay between the Four Isles – risking limb and life and ship, for no other reason than to explore to the very limits of the habitable world.

				And what marvels they encountered! There were tales of storms that rose like fire-filled titans over the sea, and which set the waters sizzling and steaming, so furiously did they trample the ocean with lightning. There were tales of storms which blackened the entire sky and shrieked and howled for days on end, and which conjured waves that reared as high as the tallest masts. There were tales of storms that draped giant funnels down to the ocean, funnels that twisted and turned and danced enticingly around ships before devouring them.

				There were tales of monstrous creatures in the deeps, as big as the biggest ship, and bigger still – some that, for all their size, were as slow and gentle as oxen; but others that were grappling, vicious things, attacking ships and dragging them to their deaths. And there were things that perhaps were not creatures at all, but which were just as feared. Tales spoke of glowing mists that hunted purposefully above the waves and engulfed ships, and which sent entire crews mad – or if not mad then overcome, sleeping one and all for days, so that when they awoke again they had drifted far from their course and were lost.

				Even worse perils awaited those ships which voyaged the most distantly. If they ventured far enough north they met a permanent winter and entered the realm of the Unquiet Ice, where the sun scarcely rose and the skies were everlasting grey; where sails set solid and where giant platforms of ice rolled sullenly, and where eventually the ocean itself froze into a jagged mountain range that would crush any ship that strayed into its endless fjords. Some spoke of a warmer land and even cities that waited beyond the icy ranges, gained by some narrow passage, and others said they had seen fantastic lights glowing from across the mountains. Ah, but many were the craft that had been lost, seeking after such visions.

				But most perilous of all, so the stories went, was to sail south. The sun rose higher there and the air grew ever warmer. For a time perhaps the sailing might be pleasant and the crews could work shirtless under the blue sky, but soon enough the sun would grow hot and men’s skin would start to burn and peel, and there were no clouds and no rain, and a ship’s water would run low. And if still a vessel pushed southwards, the winds would begin to weaken and fail. Faint-hearted captains – or perhaps they were wise – would turn their ships about at this point, for those that pressed on found eventually that they had sailed beyond the wind, and were becalmed. They had entered the Barrier Doldrums.

				It was a name known to Dow even during his childhood. For although the Scribes taught that the world was round, and that by sailing east or west a ship might one day come back to where it began; they also taught that the same ship could not circle the world by going north or south. In the north there was the ice, and anyway, all paths narrowed northwards, for it was the top of the world. It was in the south that the paths widened as the globe grew fatter, but there all progress was blocked by the Barrier Doldrums, a region of never-ending calm and stultifying heat through which no ship had ever sailed. For how could one sail where the wind never blew, and where no current ever rippled the oily waters? 

				Oh, said the stories, many ships had sought to pass through over the years. But those that returned brought only horrid reports of heat and starvation and thirst, and of long weeks trapped unmoving upon a sea as heavy as molasses, or caught in vast swamps of seaweed that choked the surface, stinking unendurably. Crews had resorted to launching their boats to tow their ships back into zones where winds blew. Others, it was said, had towed their ships deeper in, hoping to come to the other side. But of these, none had ever been sighted again. What lay beyond, what lands, what wonders, nobody knew. The doldrums circled the waist of the world all the way around and hid forever the southern half of the globe. 

				It was to stories like these, and more besides, that Dow listened, rapt, as he ate and drank in his corner of the Stromner inn. They transported him completely, away from the smoky shadows of the bar and off to the wild open places where great storms raged and where fantastic monsters writhed and roared, to where freezing seas crackled and where pinnacles of ice toppled and fell, or to where the ocean turned as torpid and deadly as syrup. But the stories brought him suffering too, for the more of them he heard, the more the sea longing throbbed and ached in his chest, until it was like an actual pain, wringing at his heart.

				For surely this was why he had left his home; to voyage as the Ship Kings voyaged, to see and experience the world’s wonders for himself. It could not be that he was meant to rot the rest of his days in Stromner, while the Great Ocean waited through the Heads with such immense rewards for those brave enough to sail upon it. A way must be found to go there, somehow.

				But in fact it had never looked less likely. Nathaniel – since their fight – barely spoke to Dow anymore, and had abandoned even the pretence of training him in sea craft. Worse, when they went fishing, they no longer set off alone into the emptiness at the centre of the bay, but ventured only to the nearest fishing grounds, where they trawled alongside the other Stromner boats. It was a punishment that stole away the one pleasure the work had ever held for Dow; those few moments sailing free across the Claw. Now he had nothing at all to look forward to in the day, only the dull grind of hauling nets, and then the slow run into Stone Port.

				If only, Dow found himself daydreaming. If only he had a boat of his own. Then he could simply set out through the Heads by himself to explore the world. Or – as mad as it sounded – if only he could go with the Ship Kings when the fleet set sail, to serve as a hand on one of their vessels. 

				But it could never be. The Ship Kings would not take him. It was not allowed. No New Islander, as far as Dow could discover, had served aboard their ships in decades – not since the prisoners of the Great War had been returned home, some seventy years previous, Nathaniel’s father among them.

				As for a boat of his own – well, even if, in his final extremity, he stole a boat and launched off, he would be lost as soon as he left sight of land. He knew not the secret of navigating across the open sea. 

				And that, it increasingly seemed to Dow, was the heart of the matter. Navigation. Consider the Ship Kings. They held dominion over the world by the force of their battleships, yes – but surely navigation was their true power, for what mattered the winning of battles or the exploration of distant oceans, if a ship could not find its way home again? If Dow was ever to escape the prison that Stromner and Nathaniel had built around him, navigation must be his key. 

				Oh, to be granted one glimpse of that mysterious way-finding device that the Ship Kings held on their high decks. Day by day, Dow became ever more convinced that if he could only steal a look at one of the secret instruments, then the ways of the ocean would be opened to him. He would not need Nathaniel then, or anyone else. He would need only a boat, and then he could be free.

				Every afternoon, while unloading the daily catch in Stone Port, he studied the Ship Kings fleet. The loading of the tribute went on apace, and a constant stream of labourers toting barrels or bales would be trooping up the many gangways, as above them cranes groaned to stack on board the great highland timbers, destined for the Ship Kings’ far-off shipyards. Amid so much activity, Dow reckoned, it would surely be possible for him to find a way, unnoticed, onto a ship.

				But he could also see that the high deck of every vessel was cordoned off from the lower decks, and guarded by watchful soldiers – Ship Kings marines, no less. A troop of them had arrived with the warships, and they looked far more formidable than the New Islander guards who manned the gate of the Stone Port fortress. Dow would have to find a way to get past them, before—

				Then he would catch himself. What was he thinking? Was this just another daydream, or was he really prepared to sneak aboard one of the Ship Kings craft to snatch a glimpse of the forbidden device?

				No, he would have to admit. No, he wasn’t . . . 

				Then one evening he and Nathaniel returned to Stone Port late from their fishing, and by the time they had tied up at the wharf it was full night. Looking the fleet over, Dow was intrigued to note that by such an hour the labourers had all gone and the cranes were silent. The great ships rode in quiet repose, deserted even by their crews for the pleasures of the town’s inns. 

				They were still guarded, of course. Marines stood at every gangway, forbidding admittance to strangers. But – Dow observed with a thrill – the soldiers were only on the gangways. There didn’t seem to be any particular watch kept on the decks of the ships themselves. So if someone was to, say, swim to the side of a ship, the side facing away from the docks, and climb up there, hidden from view, then there was a chance that such an intruder might be able to gain access to the high deck – and to its secrets – without being observed.

				But was he really considering this?

				Again, the answer, reluctant, was no . . .

				It gnawed at him though. Every day, Nathaniel’s behaviour became colder and crueller, and every night the longing and frustration built in Dow as he felt his prison walls closing in more tightly. In time the very sight of the great ships became too mocking for him to bear, for soon they would be free to leave again, and roam the world, while he would be forced to stay.

				There was, in addition, one other source to his discontent – an event fast approaching, but of which no one else in Stromner was aware; an event that normally he would’ve welcomed, but which now had been robbed of any meaning. It arrived nonetheless, two weeks after the appearance of the fleet. And that evening in the crowded bar, having already downed several mugs of beer without gaining any relief from his turmoil, Dow decided that beer itself would no longer serve. 

				‘I want a whisky,’ he said to Boiler, over the counter.

				The innkeeper studied him in surprise. ‘Whisky is it? And since when were you of an age to be drinking whisky?’

				‘I turned sixteen today.’ 

				It was the bitter truth. Today was his birthday. If Dow had been at home, his parents would have held a feast in his honour, and his brother and sisters would have brought him gifts. Later he would have been feted in the Barrel House as a full-grown man at last, and been given his first proper measure of whisky to drink. But here in Stromner no one knew or cared what day it was, he would receive no gifts, and if he wanted his first whisky, he would have to buy it himself.

				Boiler’s eyes widened at the news, but he said nothing, only poured the whisky and then gravely slid the glass across. Dow took it up and swigged the golden liquid in one gulp, feeling it burn in his throat, and the burning, somehow, was exactly what he needed. He pushed the glass back.

				Without comment, Boiler refilled it.

				A chorus of laughter rose suddenly from one corner of the bar. Dow looked around sharply, but there was no sign that the laughter was meant for him; in fact, no one in the room was paying him the least attention. He turned back to his drink. There had been a time when he’d hated that the bar was always empty, and had longed for people to fill it, but now he found himself wishing that everyone would go away again – and take all their talk of the Ship Kings with them.

				‘It’s too crowded in here,’ he muttered to Boiler.

				The innkeeper glanced about contentedly. ‘Aye, folk are always happy to come out when the Ship Kings are in. There’s all the news to be had, for one. And there’s plenty of work on offer over in Stone Port, so everyone has money to spend. Why, even the price of fish has near about doubled – as you’d know.’

				Dow did know. He had more money in his pocket than ever before. But that only increased his disgust. What was the use of money when it couldn’t buy him what he wanted – a way out of Stromner?

				He drank the second whisky down, grimaced at the taste, and said, ‘People should hate the Ship Kings.’

				Boiler’s look was reproving. ‘Who says they don’t? But folk have to live, and there’s precious few other ways to make money around here.’

				‘We wouldn’t be so poor if we still had our own ships.’

				‘Aye. But that war has already been fought, and we lost. What would you have us do now? Attack the Ship Kings with fishing boats?’

				‘There’s more of us than them. Here on New Island, anyway.’

				‘More men maybe, but no cannons and few muskets, and when it comes to flesh and blood versus steel and powder, there’s only one end.’

				But a stubbornness had seeped into Dow – along with the whisky, perhaps. ‘We could sneak men aboard one of their warships and take it over. They’re barely guarded at night; I’ve seen it. We could take over all three of them. Then we’d have muskets and cannons of our own.’

				Boiler shook his head wearily. ‘All that would do is bring the rest of the Ship Kings fleet down on our heads. There’d be thirty warships here instead of three. You’re talking like a fool, lad.’ Dow had pushed the empty glass back, and it was only with some reluctance that Boiler filled it again. ‘Heed me now. That sort of talk is dangerous. If the sight of the Ship Kings angers you so much, then steer clear of Stone Port for the duration, that’s what I say. Most likely, they’ll be finished loading and gone in another week anyway.’

				And with that the innkeeper moved off to serve other drinkers. 

				Dow was oblivious, for Boiler’s final words had struck him dumb. A week? The Ship Kings would be leaving in a week? That was so soon. Too soon. It meant they’d be gone before he had the chance to—

				The chance to do what? 

				To steal aboard one of the ships, that was what . . . 

				Dow lifted his third whisky and threw it down his thoat. And in that moment he was decided. No more wishful thinking – he was going to do it. He had to do it. Otherwise he may as well give it all up and go back to the highlands right now, for the fishing life was no better than the timber life; indeed it was worse. He was sixteen years old. He was a man. It was time to unlock the doors that would lead him to the sea life, and there was only one way to do that. 

				He must dare the wrath of the Ship Kings.

				Only . . . not tonight. Soon, yes, but not tonight, that would be madness. He must ready himself first.

				Dow studied his empty glass, heart thumping. Suddenly the bar seemed too stuffy, he could not sit there a moment longer. He glanced about. No one was watching him. Boiler had left a whisky bottle sitting on the counter, three quarters full. Dow cast down a handful of coins, slipped the bottle under his arm, and shouldered his way through the crowd to the door.

				Outside, the fresh air hit him like cold water, and his heart raced faster still. He strode down through the village, not knowing where he was going, only that it couldn’t be his bedroom, for he would never sleep in this state. The night itself seemed to echo his mood; restless somehow, with a fitful south wind blowing, bringing a suggestive tang of salt from the sea. Overhead a waxing moon hurried between shreds of black cloud. 

				Finally, Dow found himself at the end of the pier, looking north over the darkened Claw. He crouched down there and for a feverish hour, as he stared into the night and sipped from the whisky bottle, he plotted his clandestine attack. Excitement grew in him. It could be done. He was sure of it. In three nights, or four, he would strike. He would take a boat and slip across the channel to Stone Port, very late, hidden by darkness and invisible on the waters to any watching eye.

				Except—

				In sudden doubt, he gazed again into the heart of the Claw. The bay was a black gulf before him, but then the moon, which had been obscured, rode clear of the clouds, and the blackness of the water dissolved into an expanse of silvery grey, against which any boat would’ve stood out in crisp silhouette. 

				The moon! Dow stared up at it in dismay, a bright orb that would only grow brighter yet; in three or four nights it would be full. He could never hope to creep into Stone Port under a full moon. And yet nor could he wait until the moon waned, for by then the Ship Kings would be gone.

				It meant disaster. Unless—

				He studied the sky again, in last hope, and saw that behind the long forerunners of ragged cloud now passing away into the north, a great sombre tide of heavier overcast was rising from the south, blotting out the stars as it came. Even as he watched, the moon was swallowed once more. Soon the entire night would be black, and with it the waters of the channel. 

				Dow swigged from the bottle. Why delay? Why wait, and let doubt and fear eat at his resolve? Tonight was likely as good as he would ever get. Yes. It must be done now, this very night – this very moment!

				He was up and moving even before he knew he had made the decision, but having moved, there was no going back. A boat! He hurried off the pier and ran to the beach. He ignored the Maelstrom – it was too clumsy for such a task – and went instead to where Stromner’s collection of skiffs were drawn up. These small un-masted craft were used by the villagers to run errands about the coastal shallows. Choosing one, Dow slid it easily down the shingle. No one saw him, no one raised a cry. The night was grown late – most of Stromner would be abed by now. He slipped out the oars, and with a push he was launched. 

				Out from the beach he rowed, around the inner headland and on into the channel, where the waves slapped higher. Already he was breathing hard, but his shoulders and arms felt strong. Turning as he sat, he looked over the bow and across the black waters to West Head, and took a bearing from the bonfire that burned high upon the tower there. A current was pushing him south, he saw – the outgoing tide – but tonight he feared not even his old enemy, the Rip. He set his course on a northward angle, and leant again to the oars.

				Water sucked and gurgled hungrily about the skiff. Overhead, the great sheet of cloud sailed slowly on, consuming the last of the stars, and the night became impenetrable. Dow rowed on through the blackness. From time to time he paused to swig from the whisky bottle, yet he did not feel drunk; he felt increasingly clear headed, full of energy, and certain that he was doing the right thing. When finally he glanced forward again, the sea wall of Stone Port was near, a shadow rearing up. Through the gate the harbour waters glinted darkly.

				Easing his stroke, Dow rowed in. Would he be challenged by some watchful guard? No challenge came. The harbour was empty of any traffic, and all Stone Port – its houses and wharves, even the great mass of the fleet – seemed shut down for the night. Lights burned dimly here and there in the rigging of the ships and upon the lampposts along the wharves, but nobody was visible anywhere, and all was silent. 

				Dow hesitated, drifting, not trusting the silence, or the emptiness. And suddenly a shout rose – but not a shout of discovery, rather it was a forlorn cry that sounded from some back street, deep within the town. It was only the town crier, calling the time. And in answer a bell clanged, muted and flat, from somewhere unseen on one of the ships, marking time in turn on behalf of the fleet. Dow counted the tones. Twelve. Then silence settled once more. It was midnight. 

				Late – and yet not late enough, Dow knew. He must be patient a while longer, no matter the jangling of his nerves. He rowed along the inner side of the sea wall, keeping to the shadows. He came to a rocky outcropping, and there, in a sheltered scoop of water, he halted to study the town.

				Sure enough, he saw that the docks were not as deserted as they first appeared. A last few sailors were still staggering home from their nights at the inns, singing and shouting in lonely duets. More importantly, marines remained on guard at the gangways of all the ships, concealed from Dow’s view except for when they moved up or down the wharf to stretch their legs. No, it was too soon to act. He would wait an hour, or perhaps two, before making his attempt; in the chill, middle hours of the night, when human alertness was at its lowest.

				He crouched in the skiff, watching. His gaze was drawn mostly to the Chloe, which was in any case the closest ship to him. Lights still glowed in the windows of its stern cabins. Fleeting shapes appeared through the glass panels, but Dow was too far away to make them out. One figure that lingered at a window a moment might have been female, but it was impossible to be certain.

				Dow drank from the bottle, puzzled that he should be thinking of the girl, now of all times. He had glimpsed her but the once, knew nothing whatever about her. And yet there was no denying it, some small part of this whole lunatic venture involved the passing hope that he might glimpse her again . . .

				Time crept by. At length the crier’s sad call was repeated, and the muted bell – Dow still couldn’t tell to which ship it belonged – clanged once to mark the first hour of the morning. On the Chloe, most of the cabin lights were out now. Dow took another mouthful of whisky and shook his head. 

				His sixteenth birthday, that was the nub of it. He was sixteen and alone. How different things would be if he’d remained in Yellow Bank. There he wouldn’t be alone. Right now he would be with Clara, making the most of their last few nights together before the men departed for the high forests. They would be curled up in a shadowy corner somewhere, or down by the river in the darkness. Kissing, and much more than kissing, for at sixteen, by Yellow Bank custom, a boy and a girl could do what they pleased, as long as they were careful. 

				But now someone else would be with Clara, someone else would be kissing her, and doing those other intoxicating things. And even that wouldn’t have been so bad, if Dow himself had found someone new. But what hope was there for anything like that, when he was stuck in dreary, half-deserted Stromner? 

				No hope at all. 

				He drank. 

				Not, of course, that a Ship Kings girl, one he’d never even met, was the answer. Why, even if they did meet, she was probably the captain’s daughter and would look down upon a New Island boy as utterly beneath her. She was probably precious and spoiled and unlikable. And anyway, he hadn’t found her attractive in that one glimpse, so much as . . . unsettling. 

				He drank again – and by the time the crier called the second hour of the morning, the bottle was empty. Dow let it fall into the water. A deep, slumbering silence had descended over the fleet. 

				Now, he told himself, and took up the oars. 

				It was foregone that he would make for the Chloe. No doubt it would have been wiser to board one of the merchantmen, but somehow he could not resist the battleship. He slid the skiff up to it now, noiseless as a fish, and well hidden by the shadow the ship itself cast in the light from the dock. As he came close he saw that the mighty vessel, even at berth, did not lie still. It was shifting slightly at its moorings, water rising and falling against the hull, and a rumbling came from within, the sound of a beast turning uneasily in its sleep. High above, the masts, illuminated by the town, swung slowly against the sky. 

				But for all that, the Chloe seemed devoid of any waking life. Dow eased his way along its length, from the bow towards the rear, staring up all the while. The windows of the stern cabins remained dark, no voice called out from the deck, and no face appeared at the railing to stare down at him.

				Ah, but the size of the thing! Uncertainty began to prick at Dow, whisky or not. The railing was far beyond his reach. And the lower hull was coated in the slippery black smoothness of nicre. It reached up for some yards above the waterline. How was he ever to climb to the deck? 

				But then he saw how it might be done. Roughly amidships a great mass of rigging came down from the mainmast to be secured against the railing, the lines all woven into a broad mesh. Yes, that would do.

				There was a small anchor in the skiff, attached to a good length of rope. Dow positioned the boat just so, then – amazed at his own daring – lobbed the anchor lightly upwards and saw it catch the rigging perfectly, just above the railing. It made scarcely a sound. He secured the line to the skiff, pulled the boat close to the hull, then leapt softly to the Chloe’s side and hung there, feet planted against the slick timbers. 

				Still there was no shout of discovery. Hand over hand on the rope, arms straining, he walked his way up the curving hull, past the three rows of gunports – their doors all shut fast – to the railing. Here he slowed to a creep, tentatively lifting his head over the rail to search for any guard or wandering crewmember. He could spy no one, but the deck was so vast, and so littered with peculiar structures and unfamiliar pieces of gear, that it was hard to be sure. Dow watched a moment longer, then slipped over the rail and ducked low. 

				He was aboard.

				And now he could hear voices, but they were far away, talking softly. It was only the marines on the wharf. They wouldn’t be able to see him. He turned and, at a crouch, began making his way towards the stern. It was not as simple as he had imagined. The main deck was a shadowy maze, complicated by all manner of ropes and bins and hatches that blocked his way. But he encountered nobody. It appeared that the Ship Kings were indeed content to have no more guard set over the great vessel than a few men by the gangway. 

				It seemed almost foolhardy. Were they so confident that there was no threat to them here? Ah, but then why wouldn’t they be confident? The war was long over, and New Islanders were a tamed people. Dow smiled grimly to himself at the thought, and flitted on from shadow to shadow until at last the high deck reared above, a stairway inviting him to climb.

				He went up, pausing cautiously at the top step. The high deck – unlike the cluttered deck below – was an open and empty expanse, its polished boards gleaming in the lamplight from the docks. A raised doorway stood by the stern rail, presumably leading to the cabins below, but Dow’s eyes were drawn to the centre of the deck. There stood the great wheel, tightly secured – and forward of it, finally, the very instrument that he had come at such terrible risk to see, close now, but enigmatic still; a stand fashioned from wood and brass.

				Dow bent low and crawled forward, leaving the shadows behind. His every nerve sang, aware of how exposed he was now, but the promise of the great revelation drew him on. He could make out the stand more clearly now. Round knobs of metal extended from its sides, the function of which he could not begin to fathom. But at its top the device widened into a broad metal hood, and set in that hood was a large circular window of glass, flanked by unlit lamps.

				Blind to all else, Dow rose to his feet. The secret of navigation! He stood before it at last, as no New Islander had done in eighty years, and to look into it was to know the Great Ocean all in one glance. He leaned forward so that his nose was nearly touching the window, straining to see what lay beyond. He almost expected it to be a vision of some kind, a force reaching out to fill his mind with prospects of waves rolling and storms blowing . . .

				But all he saw through the glass was a large white disk, laid flat and marked with lines around its edges. Nothing happened. No force took possession of his mind, no visions came. What was this? Desperate, Dow fumbled at the instrument’s metal projections, for perhaps there was some arcane process which set the device in motion. But his actions produced no result other than a faint quiver in a thin metal needle that sat at the centre of the disk.

				‘You there!’

				Dow spun. He was discovered! A man stood in the raised doorway at the rear of the deck. Dow rounded again and fled for the stairway, even as the figure dashed after him, crying out the alarm. Dow gained the top of the stairs, felt a hand clutch at his shoulder. He whirled, struck out with his fist and felt it connect with something hard. The man fell back, cursing. A bell was suddenly clanging nearby. Dow bounded down the stairs, then sprinted for the railing. 

				He could picture vividly his escape. He would clear the railing in a leap, dive into the harbour and be lost in the shadowed waters; then he would swim beneath the wharf, where he could hide until—

				But that was as far as the fantasy progressed, for men were pouring onto the deck now through many hatches. They blocked his way to the railing. Dow dodged aside, stumbled on some rigging, and it was over. A dozen hands laid hold of him and he was driven hard, face down, into the deck. 

				Dow did not struggle. He heard laughter from the men holding him, and then, after a barked order, silence. Slow footsteps sounded on the deck, and at another brief command, Dow was hauled to his feet.

				He found himself staring at an officer, the same one who had caught him on the high deck and raised the alarm. Dow even recognised the man. It was the young lieutenant he had mistaken for the captain on the day the battleship sailed into port. But the man’s face, which had seemed so handsome on that day, was warped by anger now. A smear of blood extended from his nose and a bruise was already beginning to swell high on his cheek. 

				‘You hit me!’ the officer declared, his voice – despite an imperious Ship Kings accent – actually sounding some- what thin in his outrage. ‘How dare you strike your superior? Who are you? Tell me your name.’ 

				Dow did not answer, only lowered his head, silent, as the dreadful truth of his situation began to sink deeper in. The whisky courage was gone from him now, he felt only cold and afraid, and very, very foolish.

				The lieutenant stepped closer. ‘Answer me, or it’s the lash! You’re no crew from this ship, that much I know. What ship are you from?’

				One of the sailors holding Dow spoke up. ‘Excellency, I think he comes from no ship in this fleet. Look at his clothes.’

				‘A New Islander?’ exclaimed the lieutenant. He reached out and gripped Dow’s chin, lifting it roughly to study him eye to eye. ‘A New Islander would hazard the law in such a fashion? It’s not possible.’

				Dow returned the stare. The lieutenant, he saw, was much younger than he’d looked from a distance. Why, he couldn’t be much older than Dow was himself; up close, his face even had a pouting, almost childish cast, especially with his nose so red. Nor was he as tall as Dow had thought, rather he was gangly. It was only the uniform that gave him the appearance of authority and age. Dow jerked his chin free, defiance cutting through his fear.

				The lieutenant struck him hard, back handed, across the face. ‘Enough of that! Tell me now – are you alone? Are there others? What is your business here? Thievery? Murder? Sabotage?’

				Dow’s cheek stung hotly from the blow, and hatred flared inside him, but still he gave no answer.

				A marine appeared at the lieutenant’s shoulder and saluted. ‘We’ve searched the upper decks, Excellency, and started on the lower. He’s alone, far as we can tell. There’s just the one small boat tied up alongside.’

				The lieutenant nodded, his gaze still locked on Dow. ‘He was at the binnacle when I spied him. We must examine the compass for any damage. And the rest of the fleet must be warned. He may have fellow conspirators.’

				‘Aye, Excellency.’

				The marine hurried off. The lieutenant addressed the sailors who held Dow. ‘Take him to the brig. I’ll send a message to the fortress – the captain will want to be informed.’ He touched a finger to his bloodied nose and winced, then leaned close again to Dow, who could smell a sweet and unfamiliar alcohol on his breath. ‘This insult will not be forgotten, New Islander. You caught me unawares and struck a chance blow, but there will be repayment tomorrow, be assured of it, ten times over! It is Diego of the Diamond who promises you this!’

				And with that he whirled and stalked away.
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				The brig, it turned out, was a tiny cell set deep within the ship. Dow’s captors manhandled him down a maze of stairways and passages, all in near darkness, so that he formed no real impression of the vessel’s interior and could never have found his way out again, even if he’d broken free. At the end of the descent he was shoved through a hatchway into a chamber only a few feet square, a bare and lightless box; behind him a heavy door slammed and a bolt was rammed home. 

				There Dow was left for some hours, shivering on the naked floor as the last glow from the whisky faded. He felt sick and weak, and berated himself in his misery. What had he been thinking? How could he have been so stupid? The more his aching head cleared, the more the enormity of his actions became apparent. And what now would be the consequence? Dow could not guess, but a thousand fears tortured him in the darkness.

				The night stretched out, interminable. Sounds came only distantly through the walls of the cell; he had no way of knowing the time, or if dawn had yet come to the outside world. At some point he must have fallen into an uneasy sleep, because suddenly he was waking to the rattle of a key in the door and the snap of the bolt being withdrawn. The door was thrown open.

				Two marines stood there. Dow caught a glimpse of daylight filtering down from above, before they hauled him to his feet and wrapped a rag around his head as a blindfold. They bound his hands behind his back, then half-led, half-dragged him upwards through the ship. Dow stumbled on invisible steps and struggled against a nausea that came in waves. At length, he and his guards emerged to the open air, marched a short distance across an unseen deck, and halted. The marines propped Dow upright. The rag was torn from his face.

				He squinted in the day’s glare, then took an involuntary step back. He was on the Chloe’s high deck, and before him was an awful sight; the ship’s officers, present in full company and arrayed in a line by the great wheel. At their centre, seated in a narrow chair, was a man Dow had seen only once before, but whom he recognised all too well. Captain Vincente of the Shinbone.

				‘The prisoner, Excellency,’ said one of Dow’s escorts, saluting.

				The captain saluted in response, but said nothing, his eyes upon Dow, who studied him fearfully in return. Physically, Vincente was not a daunting figure. He was short and middle-aged and balding, and while his officers were all splendid and forbidding in their fine uniforms, he was dressed in simple black, looking almost shabby by comparison. But his gaze, as he measured Dow, had the steel of complete authority. And his very plainness, his lack of regalia, only made him all the more commanding, and all the more frightening. 

				Dow had to lower his own gaze. From far off came the bustle and hum of the wharves – the loading of New Island’s tribute went on as ever – but on the high deck the loudest sound was a dull, hollow whistling that came from the masts above. It was a grey morning, cold and overcast, and a bleak wind was whipping across the harbour, nagging at the battleship’s empty rigging.

				Finally the captain spoke. ‘Let me tell you who I am, prisoner. My name is Vincente of the Shinbone. I am in command of this vessel, and of this court martial.’ His accent was less regal than others that Dow had heard among the Ship Kings, rougher and more everyday in its tone, but there was an iron timbre to it that would brook no dispute. He watched Dow a moment longer, then nodded to one side. ‘Lieutenant Diego, you may proceed.’

				From his position at the far end of the line, Lieutenant Diego stepped smartly forth. Dow’s heart shrank. The blood was gone from the young officer’s nose, but a bruise sulked below his left eye, accentuating what seemed to be a permanently aggrieved expression. He would be eager to have his revenge, Dow had no doubt.

				‘Sir,’ said Diego, ‘the prisoner was apprehended shortly after the second bell of this morning. He is charged now with trespass, with maliciously interfering with ship’s equipment, and with assaulting an officer.’

				The captain nodded. ‘And the penalty for these charges?’

				‘For each offence, twenty-five lashes.’ Diego’s lips – oddly thick for one so thin – twitched into a smile. ‘Seventy-five in all.’

				Dow stared in disbelief. A flogging? It couldn’t be. The lash was a thing he’d heard of only in tales, a punishment that the Ship Kings inflicted only for the most serious of crimes, like mutiny and murder and treason. Not for petty offences like trespassing. Surely they were merely trying to frighten him.

				But if so, Vincente gave no sign of it. ‘Seventy-five lashes,’ he considered coolly. ‘A weighty sentence, Diego, for weighty charges. Trespass. Sabotage. And a blackened eye – although I’m told he scored but a lucky hit, no more.’ A ghost of a smile appeared, then was gone. ‘But you are quite correct. The flogging is well justified. Seventy-five lashes it will be.’

				Dow’s legs were suddenly boneless. It was real. Only pride kept his knees from buckling – that and Diego’s victorious gaze upon him. But beyond his fear, Dow felt a cold anger as well, at the unfairness of it. He had been a fool, yes, but he did not deserve to be bodily broken for his foolishness.

				‘There may even be further punishment,’ Vincente continued. ‘We do not yet know the prisoner’s true purpose here last night, or even his name. Well, boy? What do you have to say for yourself?’

				Dow only stared back in silence, confusion robbing his anger away. He had not spoken since his capture – what should he say now? Nothing. He would say nothing. But then one of his guards jabbed him in the ribs with the tip of a musket, and snapped, ‘Your name, New Islander!’

				‘Dow,’ he blurted, ‘Dow Amber.’

				‘Amber?’ echoed the captain, with a querying glance to the officer who stood at his right hand. ‘A strange name, even for a New Islander. Well, Dow Amber, what were you doing last night on my ship?’

				But this Dow knew he must not answer. At least, he must not answer truly. Even now he could see, beyond the wheel, the stand of brass and wood that had brought him to this terrible position. What had the lieutenant called it the previous night? The binnacle, and also the compass. Unfamiliar words that told Dow nothing. But he knew it would not do for the Ship Kings to learn that he sought the secret of navigation. He forced himself to look away from the device.

				The captain frowned. ‘Where is your home, boy?’

				Dow considered, then said, ‘Stromner.’

				‘You have family that should be informed of your arrest?’

				Dow shook his head.

				But now the officer on the captain’s right spoke up. He was an older man, tall but slightly stooped, and with a long, thoughtful face. ‘Sir,’ he said, ‘a point if I may. I suspect the boy is not from Stromner.’

				‘Oh?’ said Vincente.

				The officer was appraising Dow with calm curiosity. ‘I have, as you know, sir, made long study of the New Island peoples and their ways, and written several treatises upon the subject. The name Amber, if that be truly his, is not one native to the region of the Claw. The folk of Stone Port and the fishing villages call themselves after things of the coast and of the sea. If they are fishermen they adopt the names of fish and birds and grasses of the dunes, or if they be net-makers or sail-weavers, they might name themselves after the tools of their trade. But Amber is not such a name. Amber is a thing of wood and trees. I have heard it used as a title only by families living far inland, among the forests and high valleys.’

				The captain cocked an eyebrow at Dow. ‘Is my first officer correct, prisoner? Are you in fact not from Stromner?’

				Dow tried to think. Should he answer with some part of the truth? Or would it be better to lie, and risk being caught in the lie?

				‘Come now,’ the captain ordered. ‘Commander Fidel here is a student of culture, so indulge him, please. Where are you from?’

				Dow gave way reluctantly. ‘I was born inland.’

				The first officer nodded. ‘Where exactly?’

				‘The highlands.’

				‘And did your family cut timber perhaps?’

				Dow nodded.

				Commander Fidel turned to his captain. ‘I thought as much, sir. This boy hails from the high valleys; a cold and damp region, but with fine forests. I visited there once. He is a long way from his home.’

				‘Indeed,’ observed Vincente. ‘And yet as I understand it, the rigid custom in this land is that the son always follows the path set by the father, and that people here do not move about or change professions simply at whim.’ He studied Dow with new interest. ‘How comes it, prisoner, that a boy born of the highlands to a family of timber cutters has ended up here by the sea?’

				And suddenly Dow woke to the true threat here, one more dreadful even than the lash – if they should find out exactly who he was, if they should learn of his connection to Honous Tombs! The words his father had spoken regarding his mother’s fears came back to Dow in force – if they discover who you are, they will kill you. He had not believed it at the time, but now . . .

				And it was not only his own fate that hung in the balance. What would happen to his family if the truth was unearthed? His mother and father, his brother and sisters – might not the Ship Kings seek them out too? 

				Panic freed his tongue. ‘I was born in the highlands, sir, it’s true. But my family all perished in a landslide of mud and ice that swept through my village when I was a child. I was alone in the world, except for a distant relative who lives in Stromner. And so I was brought here.’

				‘A distant relative . . .’ Vincente mused. ‘And yet you told me just a moment ago that you have no family.’

				‘My guardian is old and unwell, sir. I hoped not to trouble him with this.’ 

				‘You must address me as Excellency, boy, not sir. Aboard this ship, only officers may address each other as sir. And it’s no longer up to you, who will be troubled and who won’t.’ The captain turned to his first officer. ‘Are you content, Commander? The lad was orphaned, it seems.’

				‘I am, sir,’ replied Fidel, with a slight bow.

				Dow felt a cautious surge of relief. But then Vincente did an alarming thing. He straightened, and looked not at Dow, but over Dow’s shoulder. ‘And what about you, Nell? What do you make of the boy?’

				Dow, with his guards standing close at either hand, could not turn to look, but the skin of his back crawled. Someone was behind him.

				‘I don’t like the look of him at all, Captain,’ came a voice. ‘Flog him and be done with it, I say.’

				In his utter surprise Dow did then half turn, but there was no need, for the speaker was moving forward to stand before the captain. 

				It was her, as he’d known it must be from her first word. The girl from the cabin window. She was unmistakable, and her voice was as he’d somehow known it would be; high and proud and faintly cruel. 

				But at the same time she was nothing like he’d imagined, she was something altogether stranger. Her clothing was the first revelation. Ever since that first glimpse, Dow had pictured her as being attired in the same kind of bejewelled finery that he’d seen worn by the Ship Kings women of the town. But in fact she was dressed in men’s clothes, dark and plain, with an officer’s coat over the top for warmth, her hands jammed deep into its pockets. Her hair, too, was dark, and cut as short as a man’s, although it did not at all make her look boyish.

				But it was her face that unnerved Dow so. He had wondered, that day through the cabin window, if there was something wrong with it – now he truly saw. Her cheek, her nose, her forehead – her every exposed feature was jaggedly criss-crossed with fine scars the colour of blood. It was as if someone had long ago taken a razor to her face and randomly cut a multitude of wounds there, wounds that were delicately thin, and yet deep enough to leave this welter of red lines.

				‘He claims to have lived in Stromner since childhood,’ the girl was saying. ‘If that’s so, then he can’t have been in any doubt about the extent of his crime. All folk hereabouts know that strictest law forbids New Islanders from trespassing upon the high decks of our ships. The lash is no less than he deserves.’ 

				The lines continued even down her neck, Dow saw. And when she blinked, she revealed wisps of scars upon the very lids of her eyes. And yet if Dow looked away slightly, then the whole effect might have been only a hint of colour – a blush, almost – upon her pale skin.

				‘Aye,’ observed the captain, ‘and yet risking such punishment, trespass he did. Something up here must have seemed worth the cost to him, and I think we may know what that something was.’ He returned his attention to Dow. ‘Tell us, boy, what exactly did you hope to discover at the binnacle? What have you heard about it, who told you, and why were you seeking it out?’

				Dow blinked, forced the girl from his mind. This was a return to dangerous ground. He must give nothing more away. ‘I wanted to look at it, that’s all. Nobody told me anything. I don’t know what I hoped to see.’

				‘You were not searching for the compass?’

				‘I don’t even know what that is,’ Dow mumbled, hating having to admit his ignorance for all that it was the truth. He had seen a white disk and a metal needle, no more. Was this what they called a compass?

				The girl (he could not stop watching her) had moved to Vincente’s left shoulder. ‘Don’t believe him, captain. It was the compass he came for, whether he knows its name or not. See how he steals glances at it even now.’ She turned to study Dow directly and her eyes were cold amid the false blush of her face. ‘My guess is that he dreams childishly of running away to sea, and thinks the compass some magical device that will show him how.’

				Dow could only stare in injured astonishment. Who was she? What was her place here? Her mutilation caused her no evident embarrassment; her manner was completely assured, as if – even as a girl – she had every right to speak among the officers. And the officers themselves appeared content to let her. Dow was certain suddenly of one thing – whatever else the girl might be, she was not Vincente’s daughter, nor the wife or child of any of these men.

				‘Possibly,’ replied the captain. ‘But many a New Island lad must dream the same dream, and yet none have dared an outrage such as this in all my years of coming here – our severity is too well known. The sea must call to him fiercely. And yet why would that be, if he was born to the highlands?’

				‘Perhaps he’s more than he seems,’ said the girl, her eyes taunting now. ‘Perhaps he is the dreaded Honous Tombs reborn.’

				Dow would have gaped in horror, but the captain was laughing, and the officers too, and the girl had glanced away, smiling. The Ship Kings were mocking him, that was all. They were ridiculing him by means of a ludicrous comparison to the greatest New Islander they knew. The terrible girl had not guessed his secret. Dow expelled a shaken breath and felt his heart jag in his chest, before beginning to beat normally again.

				A marine had come up to the high deck and was now bent to the captain’s ear, making a report. ‘Very well,’ Vincente said in answer, ‘let them up.’ He inclined his head formally to Dow. ‘It seems there are some, after all, who have an interest in you. We are called upon by two men of Stromner.’

				Dow turned, almost beyond surprise by now, and beheld none other than Boiler Swan climbing up to the high deck. The innkeeper dwarfed the marines who flanked him, but was hunched over as if trying to shrink himself small. He ignored Dow and bowed to the assembled officers, his meaty hands clasped humbly to his chest. And behind Boiler, climbing up with a reluctant scowl, came the last person Dow would ever have expected – Nathaniel Shear. 

				‘Your Excellency,’ said Boiler, bowing again as he addressed the captain. ‘We thank you for graciously allowing us to speak aboard your vessel. My name is Boiler Swan and I am the innkeeper of Stromner. With me is Nathaniel Shear, a fisherman of my village. He is the guardian of this boy here.’

				Vincente studied Nathaniel a moment, but the old man remained bent and silent, and so the captain returned his gaze to Boiler. ‘You are aware of the prisoner’s crimes, and the seriousness of them?’

				‘Yes, Excellency, word reached us.’

				‘But you would offer some excuse for him, I assume?’

				‘No, Excellency. Not an excuse. But we submit that it would be an injustice to hold the boy prisoner, or to punish him for the deed.’

				‘An injustice? How so? He was caught in the act, trespassing upon this very deck. The lashes he receives will be well earned.’

				Boiler ducked his head at the mention of lashes, but then raised it to meet the captain’s gaze square on. ‘It would be an injustice, Excellency, because the fault is not the boy’s. He was only doing what he was ordered to do.’

				‘Ordered? By whom?’

				Boiler looked to Nathaniel.

				The old man had been gazing stubbornly at the deck, as if to ignore everyone and everything. But now, as all eyes turned to him, he raised his head at last and squinted at the captain. ‘Ordered by me.’

				Dow opened his mouth to protest, but a sharp stare from Boiler stopped him; fury burned in the innkeeper’s eyes. Vincente meanwhile was glancing from Nathaniel to Boiler to Dow and back to Nathaniel again.

				‘What is it you claim, old man?’ he asked. ‘You sent this boy to steal aboard my ship and to interfere with the binnacle here?’

				Nathaniel glared back sourly. ‘Aye.’

				‘And why did you instruct him so?’

				‘I’d heard tell of this device,’ the old man said, every word unwilling, ‘and thought to learn how it might work.’

				‘Heard tell? From whom?’

				‘My father. He served in the fleet during the war. He told me tales of such things when I was young, and I told the same tales to this boy here, when he came into my keeping. But of the instrument itself I remained ignorant, in truth, and so last night I commanded the boy to come here and see what he might learn. I could not come myself. I am too old for such adventuring.’ Nathaniel finally looked at Dow, his expression as bitter and disapproving as ever. ‘He did not want to come. But I am his elder and guardian, and he obeyed me.’

				Dow strove to hide his stupefaction. Where had such a fantastic tale come from, and what had possessed Nathaniel to tell it? Why would he be protecting someone he despised, and at such peril to himself?

				The captain had turned to Dow. ‘Is this true, prisoner?’

				What was Dow to say? How could he possibly agree to such a lie? Boiler’s eyes were still on him, the warning in them bright and vehement, the command clear, but it didn’t matter. Dow couldn’t do it. 

				‘No,’ he insisted, ‘I decided on my own to—’

				Boiler cut him off. ‘Excellency! Dow here is a fine boy, and no doubt would gladly suffer the lash to prevent his much-loved guardian from shame. But he’s telling an untruth, and it would not be honourable to accept it.’

				Vincente smiled thinly. ‘You would lecture me about honour? Beware, New Islander.’

				Nathaniel straightened, weary of all such debate. ‘Sir, I see that there are many men on this fine ship of yours, and no doubt they must obey your every command. But if those commands be foolish and bring your fine ship to ruin, then you alone would bear the blame. Even if, to hide your foolishness, your crew later claimed the fault was theirs. It is always the captain who must answer. Such is the nature of command – and I’d have thought that even you Ship Kings would know it.’ Vincente was regarding the old man in solemn amazement, but Nathaniel only gave a proud bow of his head. ‘I too am master of a boat, sir – even if it has a crew of only one.’

				Diego of the Diamond had been standing by through all this. Now he was unable to contain himself. ‘Sir,’ he protested to Vincente, ‘dismiss this old fool. You cannot consider what he proposes. The prisoner must be punished. For his assault upon my own person, if for nothing else.’

				‘Hold, Lieutenant.’ Vincente’s order was mild but irrefutable. Drumming his fingers on his knee, he pondered Nathaniel a moment longer, before turning to the girl at his side. ‘Your thoughts, Nell?’

				‘There are lies of all kinds here,’ she said, shrugging. ‘Whatever his tale, the old fisherman clearly bears no love for the boy. And the boy, I think, is now more loath to escape the lash than to receive it.’

				The captain nodded and sat forward. ‘You, innkeeper. You’re the chief man of your village, I take it. Tell me then, who is this boy? He is from the highlands, we’ve learned, and only came to you as an orphan, and yet it seems that he fancies himself a sailor, and seeks for knowledge forbidden to him. And more, why is he so important that you and this old man will come here and lie for him, even at the expense of the skin on your own backs?’

				Boiler mustered himself and stood upright. ‘Excellency, this boy is of no special importance, and he is certainly no sailor. He came to us in need of a guardian, and so we took him in, but in truth he’s not much fit for our way of life. He’s ill at ease in a fishing boat, being weak of stomach even in calm waters and dull at reading the winds. But he’s a decent enough lad for all that, and we don’t think it right that he should suffer when it was someone else that led him here.’

				‘That’s not true!’ Dow objected, stung as much by the insult to his sailing ability as he was by the other lies.

				‘Silence,’ commanded the captain. And Dow could see that a new look had come into Vincente’s eyes, a certain indifference, a fading away of any real interest in the matter. It was the same suddenly with the girl, who was looking off to one side as if the affair was settled. Even the other officers – with the exception of Diego – were shifting their feet restlessly where they stood.

				It dawned on him then – the change had come the moment that Boiler had named Dow a poor sailor. At that, the Ship Kings’ interest in him had snuffed out; if he could not sail, then his identity was of no consequence to them anymore. Even his crimes hardly mattered. He bored them now. 

				Vincente rose to his feet. ‘This is my judgement,’ he announced. ‘It shall be the boy’s guardian, Nathaniel Shear, who is held to account. The sentence of seventy-five lashes stands for him, reduced by twenty-five lashes, for the old man struck no blow against my officer. Fifty lashes it shall be, to be delivered forthwith. Old man, do you have any appeal or objection?’

				‘None,’ said Nathaniel.

				Dow, in his outrage, hardly knew what was worse – to be punished, or to be thought not worth punishing; nor to whom he should direct his protest – Nathaniel or Vincente. In any case, he was beaten by Diego. 

				‘Sir,’ the lieutenant cried in indignation, ‘I object, most strenuously. Is the blow this boy inflicted upon me to go unpunished?’

				‘Unpunished?’ Vincente considered. ‘No. I command that the boy watch every lash as it’s administered. For often it’s worse to watch the suffering of others, than to suffer yourself.’ He turned to Dow’s guards. ‘Free him. Then take the old man to the mainmast.’

				Dow’s hands were loosed. The two marines took hold of Nathaniel and led him away down the stairs. But any cry Dow might have given to stop the madness was stilled when Boiler laid a heavy hand on his shoulder.

				‘Not a sound,’ the innkeeper muttered. ‘You’ve caused enough damage already with your idiocy. Don’t make it worse now.’

				‘But why has—?’

				‘Shut up, I say!’

				Dow obeyed, just as Diego stalked by, giving him a murderous glance. All the officers were gathering at the railing of the high deck, overlooking the main deck below. A marine appeared and ushered Boiler and Dow to the same spot, so that they too would be forced to watch.

				Already Nathaniel had been stripped of his shirt, and was being bound by his arms to the mast. The old man’s body looked appallingly thin and vulnerable. The bones of his shoulders and spine protruded clearly through his skin, and he was shivering, either from the cold or from the anticipation of pain. 

				Then the marines stepped back to clear a space, and another man stepped forward, shirtless too, but young and wiry, his back corded with muscle. In bold readiness he brandished the tool of his trade, a whip that was split along its length into many barb-tipped thongs. 

				Dow could have closed his eyes, despite Vincente’s order, but he refused to allow himself any such consolation. He would watch every moment. And all too soon it began. An officer called out, the flogger swung his arm, and the first lash whistled through the air to rip into Nathaniel’s back. Blood and skin flew immediately, but Dow stared unblinking, his jaw bitten tight. 

				Again the whip whistled and struck, and then again and again as an officer counted aloud, and still Dow did not look away, even when Nathaniel could restrain himself no more and cried out in his agony. On it went, an eternity of torn flesh and spattered blood, and Dow could only will that the old man would fall mercifully insensible, and so be silent. But no silence came.

				And then at last the count was complete. The flogger, puffing and sweating despite the chill, stepped back, and Nathaniel was taken down. Even then he remained conscious, writhing in pain and groaning as rough hands brushed at his wounds. Unable to stand, he sank to his knees on the bloody deck.

				Boiler pushed back from the rail. ‘Come on,’ he said to Dow, through teeth clenched hard, ‘we have to get him home.’

				‘Stay a moment there, innkeeper.’ It was the captain, coming up to them as his officers dispersed about the deck. In height, Vincente did not reach even to Boiler’s shoulder, but as he frowned up at the innkeeper his expression was as authoritative and unapologetic as ever. ‘It gives me no pleasure to injure an old man, but you seemed determined to have it thus, and to spare this boy with your fabrications. But whatever the truth may be, I trust that word will spread among your people that no good can come of trespassing upon our ships.’

				‘Aye,’ said Boiler tightly. ‘It will.’

				Vincente stared a moment longer, as if dissatisfied. But then he only shook his head. ‘Take your friend, and give him the care he needs. It’s important that his wounds be cleaned with alcohol.’ He strode off. 

				But before Dow and Boiler could go, Diego appeared at Dow’s side. ‘Be warned, New Islander. I know you now for a coward, to allow another to take the lashes you earned. A coward and a criminal.’ Dow bridled, and Diego grinned in response. ‘I’m glad I didn’t give you the beating you deserved last night. I would not want to soil my hands with the likes of you.’

				Dow might have exploded then, but once more Boiler clasped his shoulder. ‘If you’ll excuse us, Excellency,’ the innkeeper growled, and even though Boiler made no threatening move, Diego stiffened and stepped back, and Boiler was free to steer Dow safely away.

				They descended to the main deck. Dow, still incensed, looked back up to the railing. If he’d seen Diego there, sneering down at them with his plump lips, then even Boiler could not have held him back, but there was no sign of the lieutenant now.

				There was, disconcertingly, only the girl.

				She was standing by the rail, gazing at the bloody scene below with an abstractedness that was both intent and far away, as if she was lost in some compelling memory. Her hands were still jammed deep in the pockets of her black coat, but as Dow stared, she withdrew one hand and absently brushed back a lock of hair from her brow, revealing a pale, slender forearm.

				Dow’s rage frittered away in confusion. As far along her arm as he could see, her skin was slashed with the same fine scars as her face. 

				Who was she?

				But then she was gone, turning away from the rail without so much as a glance in his direction.

				‘Dow!’ snapped Boiler, already by Nathaniel’s side.

				Dow hurried over, his shame and horror returning as his feet slipped in the fresh blood that slicked across the deck. Boiler had propped Nathaniel into a sitting position, while a guard of marines stood by, watching dispassionately. ‘Hold him,’ the innkeeper instructed, and as Dow took the old man’s weight, Boiler produced a bottle of whisky and put it to Nathaniel’s lips. 

				The old man drank a mouthful, then spat out blood from a bitten tongue. He raised an eye, mad and red, to Boiler. ‘Are you happy?’ he whispered. ‘Have we kept the boy’s skin lily white and pure?’ But before Boiler could answer, Nathaniel clutched the bottle and uptilted it, drinking long and hard.

				Calmly, Boiler produced another bottle from within his jacket and poured the contents over Nathaniel’s ravaged back. The old man gasped and swore and spat whisky, but he bore the treatment nonetheless, until at last both bottles were empty. Dow could do no more than hunch there, ignored by both men, feeling more worthless and wretched than he had ever felt in his life. 

				‘Help him up now,’ Boiler commanded.

				They lifted the old man to his feet, and then, escorted by the marines, dragged him to the gangway and down onto the wharf. The marines followed them no further, allowing Dow and Boiler to make off along the dock alone with their burden. Glancing back, Dow saw that already life on the Chloe had returned to normal. A party of sailors were sluicing the fouled deck with buckets of water, so that trickles of pink foam ran down the ship’s side to be lost in the waters of the harbour, but otherwise the incident might never have occurred.

				Nathaniel groaned in his delirium. Dow and Boiler marched him onwards, as bystanders on the dock stood aside silently to let them through. They came to the fishing wharf and Dow saw that the Maelstrom was tied up there, waiting. With utmost care they lowered Nathaniel into the boat until he was curled up in the bow, face down, his back naked to the air. He was shivering steadily now, but they could not cover him against the wind, for his wounds would bear no blanket or bandage. With Boiler at the helm they cast off, raised the sail, and rode briskly across the harbour to the gate and out into the channel.

				There they set a course for East Head. Dow hunched himself miserably amidships as they progressed. His wretchedness and shame had not for a moment abated, and now in addition his nausea of earlier in the day came creeping back, for a fierce chop was rising in the Rip, tossing the boat about unpleasantly, and the stench of whisky and blood from Nathaniel was awful.

				At the tiller, Boiler was watching the sky in growing concern. Below the high overcast, a vanguard of heavier cloud, ragged and dark, was hastening up from the south; and even though the tide should have been outgoing at that hour, the wind was driving the waves inward through the Rip.

				But Dow didn’t care about the weather. ‘Why?’ he demanded, lifting his voice over the thrum of the canvas.

				Boiler gave him a glare. ‘If you think it was to save you from your own stupidity, then you’re mistaken. I would gladly have lashed you myself when I first heard. And Nathaniel could’ve wrung your neck.’

				‘Then why?’

				‘Because it wasn’t just your skin at stake. Every man, woman and child of Stromner was in danger because of you. Oh, I was warned of this. It was a risk, I always knew, to take you in. But I never imagined you would act with such half-wittedness. I thought self-preservation at least would give you some common sense. And yet you go and throw yourself to the Ship Kings. If they had found out who you really are, if they had discovered your bloodline – ’

				‘I would never have told them.’

				‘No? Even without touching you they’d already learned that you come from the highlands. Their curiosity was roused. What if they’d questioned you in more detail while you were under the lash? There’s no secret a man won’t tell to escape pain, boy. Like it or not, you’d have revealed the truth about Honous Tombs eventually. And then all our lives would be forfeit.’ 

				Dow frowned, disbelieving. His own life may have been forfeit, yes, and maybe even the lives of his family. But to claim he had risked the life of anyone in Stromner, surely that was going too far . . .

				Boiler saw the doubt in his eye. ‘Idiot! Even now, after all you’ve just witnessed, you remain blind to the truth about the Ship Kings. They will destroy even the smallest threat to their authority. Think on it! If they will flog an old man to within inches of death for a simple case of trespass, then believe me, they would hunt down every last person who dared to teach sea craft to a descendant of Honous Tombs. Tombs is the one man they have ever feared, and they fear him still, even in name. For his sake, they would come for Nathaniel, and they would come for me, and who knows how many others in Stromner. And they would execute us all.’

				Dow bowed his head, abashed.

				‘We couldn’t allow that,’ Boiler went on, less harshly. ‘We had to distract their attention. We had to give them someone else to punish.’

				‘But Nathaniel—’

				‘Nathaniel was the only choice. Can’t you see that? He’s your guardian; who else could claim to be responsible for your insane actions? He understood the necessity, even though he knew what it would mean.’

				Dow could only stare shamefaced at the bloodied figure in the bow. 

				‘And tell me,’ came Boiler’s question, ‘after all this, what did you discover on that ship anyway? Did you find the magical device you sought? Did you learn the secret of roaming the wide ocean?’

				In his mortification, Dow could not refuse to answer. ‘No. I saw nothing and learned nothing. There was no magic.’

				The innkeeper was pitiless. ‘Of course there wasn’t. The Ship Kings are mortal men like us, not sorcerers, no matter what the drunkards in my inn might say. Whatever tool the Ship Kings use to navigate without stars or sun, it will be exactly that, a tool. A knowledge they keep to themselves. Not spells or visions.’

				Dow hung his head again, remembering the white disk and the needle. So plain, so ordinary in appearance – and yet, and yet . . .

				A thought struck him. ‘That girl,’ he said. ‘Who was she? Do you know? Why do they allow a girl on a ship such as that?’

				But Boiler was watching the sky again. ‘If you truly know so little of the Ship Kings and their ways, then you can pester someone else about it. Let me steer in peace before this wind turns us full over.’

				The wind had indeed risen and the boat was heeling hard. Dow had to steady himself against the gunnels. In the Rip, waters were streaming against the tide; and the clouds had lowered ever further – it was scarcely midday, but the light was failing as if night approached. To the north the Claw stretched dark and swollen, and to the south sheets of rain hung heavily over the sea.

				‘Tis a southern storm, no mistake,’ muttered Boiler, as much to himself as to Dow. ‘I’ve never seen one come so late, with even summer long gone. And the blood of one of us has been spilled into the sea. An ill omen if ever there was one.’ He glanced blackly at Dow, and shook his head. ‘Folk will seek to draw connection, and there you’ll be. Preserve us all from the Great Ocean’s wrath, that’s all I can say. And from the actions of fools.’

				But the wind only strengthened, and blew on.
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				They landed at Stromner beach, then Boiler and Dow carried Nathaniel to his shack and laid him face down upon his cot. Boiler’s wife, Ingrid, was fetched to tend Nathaniel’s back as best she could with salves and raw spirits – but by day’s end it was clear that infection festered in the wounds.

				Outside, as if in accord with the old man’s worsening condition, the southern storm began to rage in earnest. Rain poured down, and the wind built and built throughout the afternoon and into the evening until it was a naked gale. By midnight Nathaniel was tossing and turning in a high fever, and the hut was shuddering as gust after gust lashed torrents across the roof. 

				All the while, Dow sat useless in a corner of the room. He knew nothing of medicines or of caring for the sick, and for all that Boiler or Ingrid acknowledged him, he may as well not have been there. But he couldn’t leave. This was his fault. Nathaniel’s wounds should have been his wounds and Nathaniel’s fever should have been his fever. If the only thing he could do was bear witness to the harm he had caused, then he would at least do that.

				But in the pre-dawn hours, as the storm piped and sobbed about the shack, a knock came at the door. It was Boiler’s daughter, Inga, wrapped in foul-weather gear and come to relieve her parents at Nathaniel’s side. Boiler and Ingrid departed into the drenched night, and Dow and Inga were left alone. Dow had always known that he was not much liked by the innkeeper’s daughter; now, as she sat erect by the bed with her narrow back to him, her hostility was outright. Even when Nathaniel began to thrash in delirium, and Dow rose to help hold him down, she only waved him off impatiently.

				‘Go away,’ she said, using strips of old sheet to bind Nathaniel’s arms and legs to the bed frame. ‘You’re of no use here.’

				Dow retreated, hearing the fullness of her accusation, even though she did not speak it. You have maimed this old man, and imperilled all our lives. You should never have come to Stromner, Dow Amber.

				He fled the room and withdrew to his own, huddled there upon the cold mattress as the wind moaned through cracks in the walls, and water dripped from the ceiling. It was his second night without sleep, and yet sleep would not come. He stared into the darkness, dismay growing in his heart. It was only as the grey dawn came, promising a black day, that oblivion finally claimed him.

				He woke in the late afternoon to find that little had changed. The gale still beat against the shack’s walls, rain still hammered on the roof, and in the main room Nathaniel still rolled and writhed in his fever, hands and feet tied. The only difference was that Inga had been replaced by her mother. For a time Dow sat with Ingrid, staring at the livid red flesh of Nathaniel’s back and smelling the stink of infection, until finally the innkeeper’s wife too sent him away.

				‘When did you last eat?’ she demanded. ‘Go on, get over to the inn for a hot meal. Starving yourself won’t help anyone.’

				Dow was indeed famished, but reluctance had so far overcome his hunger – reluctance to face the Stromner folk. Inga would not be the only one who had passed judgement on him. But her mother was right. He had to eat. Dow rose, threw on his coat, and went out into the early night.

				The wind clawed at him immediately. It was even worse than it sounded from inside. He trudged off through the mud, hunched low to keep out the rain. All about him the south gale whipped the village like a flail, battening flat every unsheltered thing: trees, grass, and soon perhaps the very buildings. 

				Dow’s forebodings deepened. He had seen no lack of bad weather since arriving in Stromner, but this storm seemed altogether more malevolent. Even after blowing for an entire night and day it still felt only newborn, with greater wrath and violence yet to come. And this was on the lee side of the peninsula. What must it be like on the ocean side? There the wind would be driving a furious sea hard onto the beach, the waves piling high upon each other in flood. 

				Ah – and there lay the true difference between this storm and all others. Had not Boiler explained it to Dow long ago? The southern gale would be forcing the sea to surge north through the Heads, the waters swelling in the bay, and as long as the gale continued to blow then those waters would be trapped there, unable to escape, the Claw rising higher and higher, until . . . 

				But no, Dow would not think of that yet.

				He came to the inn and went through the first door. The vestibule floor was littered with wet boots; most of the villagers must be gathered in the bar, by the look, and they had probably been there most of the day, for there could be no fishing in such weather. Dow removed his own boots and sodden coat and shook the rain from his hair, listening at the second door. The talk within would be of the storm, no doubt, but also of the previous night’s events at Stone Port, and of the wrong done to Nathaniel by the boy from the highlands. 

				Dow gathered himself and went in. The bar was indeed full, but a heavy silence fell at his entrance, and the stares that turned his way were cold. The folk of Stromner had never hailed him as their friend perhaps, but they had always been civil; now Dow read a sullen anger in their eyes. You have endangered us. And yet strangely, now that he confronted it, he found that he almost welcomed the scourge of their animosity – it was, after all, no less than his actions deserved. He moved slowly through the crowd, enduring the low mutters that came from some, and from others the abruptly turned away faces.

				At the counter Boiler was waiting, and this was harder, for the innkeeper glared at him with a disappointment that cut Dow deeper than any anger. Even so, he forced himself to stand straight and order a meal. Then he withdrew to an empty table, to sit with his back to most of the room. He had not ordered any beer.

				For a while the silence held, and he could feel the many eyes upon him, and hear the unspoken accusations. But eventually people returned to their conversations and their drinking. At some later point, Dow supposed, there would be a formal punishment imposed upon him for his crimes, but for the moment it seemed that the village was content to merely shun him. 

				Inga brought his meal and slammed it down without comment. He ate quickly, as the wind beat endlessly outside, rattling against the windows.

				‘Dow Amber. Dow Amber, I say.’

				Dow looked up from his plate. Mother Gale was beckoning to him from her corner, her crow’s voice cutting stridently across the crowd. 

				A new silence fell, and for an instant Dow could only stare at her in trepidation. She was bent forward, her face down and her terrible eyes hidden behind her curtain of long hair. One hand rested on her cane – but the other was held out, a single finger curled to summon him.

				‘Come along, boy, I know you’re finished with your food. Come and sit with Mother Gale – I’ll talk with you, even if these other fools won’t. There’s words we must have, now, while there’s still time.’

				It was the last thing Dow wanted to do, but in the expectant silence he didn’t see how he could refuse. He rose slowly and went to her, and as soon as he was within reach, the old woman threw out an unerring hand and clutched his wrist, pulling him down onto the bench on which she sat, close to her side. 

				She rapped her cane on the floor. ‘The rest of you – go back about your own business! I’ll say naught to the lad with you lot listening.’

				She had raised her head to glare sightlessly around the room, and no one could return her stare for long. One by one all the men and women in the bar looked away, and began to murmur among themselves. Only then did Mother Gale turn her white gaze upon Dow.

				He had never been this near to her before. The orbs of her eyes were in fact a milky grey, swirled through with red veins, and quite without pupils. That she was truly blind there could be no doubt, but that didn’t reduce the fierce acuity of her gaze, or lessen the strength of her hand as she clutched at Dow still.

				‘Tell me now,’ she said in a whisper, leaning forward so that her mouth was close to his ear, ‘what did you see upon the Ship Kings vessel?’

				Dow pulled back as far as he could without wrenching his arm free. ‘Nothing. I saw nothing. I should never have gone.’

				‘Bah!’ spat Mother Gale. ‘I don’t care that you were caught, or that Nathaniel’s back now bleeds because of you. Only tell me this. Did you truly lay eyes upon the compass, before they found you out?’

				Dow stared in surprise. So she knew the word compass? ‘I saw it,’ he said. ‘But I don’t know what it is I saw.’

				‘Describe it to me!’

				Dow glanced about. The others in the bar had not forgotten them – many faces still glanced darkly their way – but for the moment at least it did not seem that his words would be overheard. He said, ‘It was a white disk with markings around its edge and an iron needle in the centre.’

				The old woman nodded gleefully. ‘Yes, yes, my dead father spoke true, all those years ago. I have repeated to no one until now the full tale that he told me, for it sounded like madness. But he said that there exists a needle that turns about of its own doing, and points always to the north, no matter whether it be day or night, fair or foul. It is indeed the secret of navigation – and you’re the first New Islander to know of it in generations. It’s a sign, I’m sure of it.’

				The old woman’s approval only repulsed Dow. He had learnt no secret – if the needle could turn, he had not seen it do so. But it occurred to him now that Mother Gale might know the answer to a different question.

				‘There was a girl,’ Dow said, his voice low, ‘on the ship. A girl with a scarred face. The captain asked her for advice . . .’

				Mother Gale had been lost in her own contemplation, now her head snapped up. ‘What? A girl you say?’

				‘She was no older than me, and yet—’

				The old woman’s hand tightened on Dow’s wrist. ‘Ah. She caught your eye, this girl? Don’t deny it, I hear it in your voice. Well, if you’re drawn to her, then it’s meant to be, but the end is beyond my sight.’

				Dow shook his head, confused. ‘But who is she?’

				Mother Gale glared anew at his stupidity. ‘Her name, of course, I do not know. But she is clearly the ship’s scapegoat.’

				‘Scapegoat?’

				‘Aye – but I see that you are ignorant of the custom. Listen then. The Ship Kings, for all their pride and mastery, are a superstitious folk. To guard their ships against mishap, they seek out those of their own people who have been maimed in some accident or other, or perhaps disfigured by disease. Boy or girl, man or woman, it doesn’t matter. They then carry these unfortunates on their vessels as totems of good luck, believing that the presence of one already afflicted by ill luck will protect the ship from ever being afflicted likewise. Scapegoats they call them, and they are highly valued by their crews. Often they are even included in the captain’s councils, for it is also believed that they have been made wise by their misfortunes. This girl you speak of can only be but such a one.’

				Dow nodded, the girl’s scored and scarred face vivid in his memory. A scapegoat, yes, that must be it. And what was more, he knew one thing Mother Gale did not know. Nell. Her name was Nell.

				But the old woman was not done. ‘Strange that you should ask me of scapegoats. Does it not seem to you, Dow Amber, that you have been appointed to a somewhat similar role, here in Stromner?’

				Dow frowned at her. A similar role? How?

				‘Think upon it,’ Mother Gale urged. ‘Ten years ago the men of this village called a curse down upon their heads, and have sought in vain ever since to lift it. Now they have turned to an outsider – one who bore none of the original blame – and they hope that by their clever designs he will pay the cost for them. They have made you their scapegoat, Dow Amber. Does that seem fair to you? It did not seem fair to me, and so I argued against your coming. I was overruled. But I knew that the men of this village, in summoning you, were invoking a greater fate than they realised, and would one day have to answer for it. Now that time has come.’

				Her voice had risen, and these last words were spoken defiantly to the room at large, for the old woman had turned away from Dow to face her fellow villagers. Once again a silence dropped over the bar, strained and apprehensive, as all waited for Mother Gale to continue. She rapped her cane once more.

				‘Mark them, Dow Amber. Mark these fearful folk. They are angry with you. They think it was a mistake to ever have brought you to this village, and that you should now be sent home. Indeed, it’s what they intend to do as soon as the weather clears; I’ve heard them whispering about it all day. But the fools don’t realise; they are no longer the masters of these events. It’s too late to send you away. The south storm is here – it began the moment Nathaniel’s blood was spilled into the sea. And with it will come that which all of them fear the most.’

				Dow saw doubt and unease shifting across the faces around the room, and felt a matching uncertainty curl in his own chest. It was nonsense surely, all the old woman’s talk of scapegoats and fate. And yet, Dow remembered the sight of Nathaniel’s blood trickling down the side of the Chloe into the waters of the Claw. He could not deny that the southern gale had begun to blow soon after that. And with that gale would come, whirling in the Rip—

				‘The maelstrom,’ Mother Gale intoned. ‘You all know it, though none dare say it. Ten years it has been, and more now, since last a storm blew like this and raised the whirlpool between the Heads. No doubt you all hoped never to see it again in your lifetimes, but you will, and at your own doing. For when the maelstrom stole Nathaniel’s blood kin away from him, a bond was forged between he and the whirlpool – now it will come in answer to Nathaniel’s blood being spilled in turn. And how did that blood get spilled? Why, because of the very boy you hoped would lift the maelstrom’s curse. So you have brought your own doom upon yourselves. I feel it in my bones; if the boy had not come, this storm would not have risen, and the maelstrom would have slept on for another age.’

				Dow felt a hot dread encompass him. The maelstrom; the word he had not been able to utter, even to himself. And the old woman had laid the responsibility for its advent at his feet. He glanced up but saw only stricken faces staring back at him, doubting, wondering, believing, it seemed, the worst . . .

				‘Steady there now, Mother Gale.’ It was Boiler, clearing his throat as if even he was struggling to wake himself from the old woman’s spell. ‘The south storm blows, it is true, as it did ten years before now, but so far it has blown for but a day, and who knows when it might cease. The last storm blew for three nights before failing, and only then did the great whirlpool rise.’

				Momentary relief flickered on faces about the room, but Mother Gale only shook her head balefully. ‘Aye, Boiler, it has blown for but a day – but it blows far harder than that last storm, and it will blow for longer too. It will be the worst of all such storms; our own actions have summoned it out of its proper time, and so it will rage with double the fury it otherwise might have. And when in the end it fails, the maelstrom that rises will be terrible indeed.’

				Boiler grimaced, but made no answer, and the dread sank into Dow again. Was it true? Were they all of them caught in a chain of cause and effect that could not now be broken, a riddle with no unravelling? 

				A plea came from somewhere in the room, a woman’s voice crying, ‘What should we do, Mother Gale?’

				‘Do?’ The old woman tilted her head back and her iron-grey hair fell in lines across her eyes. ‘There’s nothing you can do, Mary Strand. There’s nothing I can do either. There’s nothing any of us can do – except Dow here. We relinquished our fates to him on the day he arrived, now we must stand by. Whatever doom the storm brings, it is he – and Nathaniel – who will meet it.’

				Horror crept across Dow’s skin. No, that couldn’t be. 

				‘Stop it,’ said Boiler flatly. ‘Whatever else the boy deserves, he does not deserve this. He has no control over the storm.’

				‘Deserves, Boiler? You’re one to speak about what the boy deserves. Who brought him here in the first place? As for the storm, I say this to you; control it he may not – nevertheless, it is his storm.’

				Dow wrenched his arm free of the old woman’s grip. His storm? It was obscene to suggest such a thing.

				‘Old woman . . .’ Boiler rumbled in warning.

				Mother Gale ignored him. ‘Go to your homes, people of Stromner. Flee! Save what you can. For this storm will blow for many days, and the waters of the Claw will rise and rise as the south wind piles the ocean inwards. There will be flooding here far worse than any we have ever seen.’

				‘Old woman!’ Boiler repeated.

				But Mother Gale had one last pronouncement to make. She rounded on Dow and pointed a finger. ‘Heed me, Dow Amber. There can be no home for you here in Stromner, no matter how this ends. The ocean is your true home, and you are called to it now, by your heritage, and by your heart, and by the webs that others have woven, all unwitting, about you. Though you may dread it, when the maelstrom rises, I foretell, you will go to it willingly.’

				‘Enough!’ Boiler roared.

				But it was already too much for Dow. He rose, revulsion filling him like panic. He could not stay in the bar a moment longer, he had to get away from the horrid old woman, and worse, from all the frightened, staring faces. Boiler had emerged from behind the counter, a calming hand raised, but Dow shoved past him. He paused in the vestibule only to pull on his boots and his jacket, then pushed blindly out into the storm.

				Mad – he thought as the wind whipped at him and rain drenched him once more – they were all mad. Tempests did not rise in response to drops of blood in the water, there was no evil fate written in a gale. This storm was a chance event of the weather, no more. As for what the old woman had said about himself and the whirlpool, it was preposterous, unthinkable . . . 

				Nevertheless, he steered a path for the beach, then stood at the end of the pier and gazed out through the rain. The Claw was black in the night and there was no telling its state; but from beneath his feet he could hear the waves as they slapped at the underside of the boards – boards that were normally three feet clear of the water, even at high tide. That much was real then. 

				The rising of the Claw had begun. 

				Dow returned to his room in Nathaniel’s hut. He dressed in dry clothes and huddled under a blanket, but nothing seemed to warm him. Through the thin walls he could hear Nathaniel moaning, and occasionally the mutter of the nurses – Ingrid at first, and later her daughter – but mostly there was just the shudder and thrum of the wind and rain. He slept, then at dawn rose and went back to the pier. Its boards were now awash under a foot of water. The swollen bay beyond was murky and foam-wracked, its waves bobbing with flotsam; tree trunks and other refuse from the flooded shorelines.

				On Stromner’s own beach the water had reached the base of the dunes. Men were labouring there already in the grey light, dragging the fishing boats to higher ground. Others were launching their boats – hurriedly packed with their belongings and their families – and setting off under shortened sail into the churning bay, making for Stone Port, or even for Lonsmouth. 

				Dow felt the chill in him deepen further. Mother Gale had told them to flee, and so they were, abandoning their village and their friends, afraid of the flooding to come, and of even worse things – perhaps afraid even of Dow himself, for none of the men would speak to him, or meet his gaze. 

				He returned to the shack. All throughout that long day he sat with Nathaniel, ignoring Inga’s frowns. The old man did not improve. The stench of infection grew, no matter what was done to clean his wounds, and the fever would not break. Outside, the south gale howled on, driving the ocean ceaselessly through the Rip, and periodically Dow went back to the beach to look. By midday the pier was more than two feet under, and by the evening it was difficult to even locate the pier, so completely had the rising waters swallowed it.

				At nightfall – the third evening of the storm – Dow went again to the inn. It had taken hunger to overcome his unwillingness to repeat the encounter of the night before, but he needn’t have worried. Between those who had fled Stromner, and those who were watching over their homes as the waters rose, the bar was almost empty. Nor did Mother Gale accost him again, she only sat silent in her corner, grinning blindly at no one when she lifted her head to drink.

				Dow ate alone at his table. What little news he could overhear from the half dozen drinkers present was bad. Tales had come in from all around the bay of flooded beaches and lost homes. Already the Claw was as high as it had been in the storm ten years previous. And yet the current gale showed no sign of abating. What – asked the drinkers anxiously – if it blew for another day? Or another two? How high would the waters rise, and what would happen when they were set free? 

				Dow, listening on, suddenly felt their eyes upon his back, and heard the echo of Mother Gale’s foretelling. When the maelstrom rises, you will go to it willingly. He finished his meal and left.

				By the following dawn the water was creeping through the dunes to inundate low-lying sections of the village. The rain had in fact eased a little, but the clouds still pressed darkly overhead, and the south gale blew without let. More folk departed throughout the day, so that Dow wondered if there would be anyone left at all in Stromner, come the storm’s end. Those remaining strove to protect their shacks with sandbags, but the water rose remorselessly. By the fall of the fourth night of the storm, almost a dozen homes were flooded. A day later, as the rain held off but the gale blew on, fully half the houses of the village were drowned; the only consolation, as far as Dow was concerned, was that Nathaniel’s shack was not among them.

				On the fifth evening the gale gathered itself anew and the rain came lashing down once more. At the inn, Dow could see that despair had possessed the few villagers who had not fled. The storm now surpassed all previous experience. There were reports of flooding even in the major towns of Stone Port and Lonsmouth. The Claw, some said, had risen by twenty feet. It defied comprehension that mere wind could hold back such a weight. Even Boiler was sunk in apprehensive gloom and only Mother Gale displayed any life, rocking on her bench and listening, rapt, it seemed, to the storm.

				When Dow rose to leave, the tension proved too much for one drinker hunched by the fire – it was the fisherman, Morris. ‘Do something,’ he hissed at Dow, his gaze maddened. ‘Do something before it’s the end for us all.’ But then the man only turned away, sick faced, as Boiler glared at him in anger, and Mother Gale chuckled dementedly. Dow fled once more, splashing back through the floodwaters, past all the empty homes. The wind shrieked and wailed, louder than ever, and he could feel it beating at his sanity.

				Nor was there was any relief to be found in Nathaniel’s shack, there was only Nathaniel himself. His groans were a torment to the ear, and the stink of his gangrene was nauseating. Dow sat up all night at the old man’s side, but it was a vigil without hope, for Nathaniel had not eaten in days now, nor taken any water, nor woken from his fever. His breath came in tortured rattles, and his back was blackened with putrefied flesh. Ingrid and Inga nursed him as attentively as ever, but there was no longer any pretence. The old man was dying.

				And it was Dow who had killed him.

				So dawned the sixth day of the storm. Dow, despite the shame and grief that filled him, had dozed finally as he sat at the bedside. Now he found himself shaken awake by Inga, her face taut with her dislike of him. 

				‘Hurry,’ she said, ‘go and fetch my mother. She will be needed here soon. Nathaniel’s time is upon him.’

				Dow stared. The old man’s fever, with all its shuddering and trembling, seemed to have broken at last, but not as a sign of recovery, rather as a sign of the end, his body exhausted even beyond sickness. Inga had unbound his feet and hands, for he could do no harm to himself now, and he’d rolled to one side, curled up small as a child, his breathing undetectable. Only his eyes showed that he yet lived. They were wide dark pools, turned to the ceiling, as if Nathaniel, in his final moments, searched for some message in the shrieking of the wind outside. 

				‘Go,’ Inga ordered. ‘And do not come back. This is not your home. You are no family or friend of his, and have no place at his passing.’

				Dow went, heartsick, making his way through the rain and the half-light of dawn to the inn, where he hammered on the door until Ingrid came, still in her nightclothes, and he could deliver his grim news. Then, in surrender it felt to him, he turned his back on Stromner – deserted now, beaten down and flooded deep – and set his feet on the path that led south over the dunes.

				He was going to the ocean. For had not another of Mother Gale’s pronouncements proved itself to be true? Inga had cast him out from Nathaniel’s house, and he had no home now in Stromner, no place he could go, no fire to sit by, no family to comfort him, no last refuge. So he would go to the sea.

				Across the dunes he climbed, and now at last, on the southern side of the peninsula, he was exposed to the full fury of the storm. Wind ripped at his hair, rain lashed his skin and plastered his clothes, but his resolve did not falter. He pushed on, a mile and more over the sand, until finally the sea stretched before him.

				It was a murderous prospect, unrecognisable from the visit Dow had made during the summer. The long white beach had vanished, drowned by the storm-driven swells. Surf beat directly upon exposed bedrock, and a dirty wrack and spindrift, whipped from the wave-tops, coated the coastline in an ugly yellowish foam. The waves themselves were flattened and broken by the gale, and a muddy backwash extended far out from the shore. Beyond that was the heaving green mass of the open ocean, but through the spray and rain there was no horizon for Dow’s eye to seek, and no escape.

				So what was he doing here? Why had he come? To commune with this monstrous thing that was the storm? To command it to stop? Or to give himself to it? To throw himself into the ocean and be done? All of it seemed possible, there in that moment. And none of it. Dow did not know what he wanted. His future looked as dark to him as the tumbling southern sky.

				Except, it wasn’t so dark there now.

				And the rain had stopped . . .

				Dow’s senses, battered into numbness, came slowly alert again. Something was new. He studied the tumult – the wind, the spray, the clouds, the sea. And the conviction grew in him. A change was coming.

				There!

				Sunlight blazed far out upon the ocean, a bright shaft falling between banks of cloud to illuminate a great patch of water, silver and blue. The vision lasted only an instant before it was swallowed up again, but even when it was gone the gloom of the morning seemed to have dissipated. A spatter of rain fell across the shore, and the wind rose with it, whistling over the rocks, but then just as quickly the rain ceased, and the wind faded away.

				Dow stood stiff. It was here. The turn in the weather. After six days, the southern gale had done its utmost; it could maintain its hold no longer. Another gust rose and fell, but it was even weaker than the last.

				Dread clutched at Dow’s heart. The wind was dying, and now – now the vast waters trapped in the Claw would be free to flow. Now the mighty currents would meet, clashing in the Rip. Now the great whirlpool would rise. And it had been foretold that he would go to it – willingly. 

				Dow shook his head. No. He would not do so, not ever, no matter what fate or Mother Gale decreed. 

				And yet he must not miss the chance to behold it, either. He must climb to the heights of East Head, quickly, so that he might have a view of the Rip, just as Boiler and the other men had done ten years before.

				Dow whirled away from the sea and hastened back across the dunes. How much time did he have? How long would it be before the maelstrom roared into existence? It wouldn’t happen instantly, of that he was sure; it would take some while for the floodwaters to marshal their immense weight.

				Nevertheless he hurried on, sweating as he ran, for the air felt stuffy and warm in the absence of the southerly gale. But in fact the wind had not failed completely. Weak gusts rose intermittently even now, blowing first from one quarter and then from another, as if the storm had life in it yet, only no certainty as to its purpose. Dow studied the broken clouds as he went, sensing some clash in the upper atmosphere, but not knowing what it might mean for good or ill.

				At last he broached a final rise and saw Stromner spread out below him, flooded and wretched, not a person in sight. Off to the left of the village ran a path that climbed away to the brooding flank of East Head. That was where he must go. But as he angled down the slope to join the path, a cry came from the village, hailing him by name. He turned, and with a pang of alarm saw that it was Inga, hurrying up from near the inn, her thin face distressed.

				‘He’s gone,’ she gasped as she reached him. ‘Nathaniel. My mother and I left him a moment to heat some water, and when we came back he’d vanished, raised up from his sick bed. I would not have thought it possible.’

				‘Gone?’ Dow demanded. ‘Gone where?’

				‘I don’t know. My mother is searching for him now, down along beach. I’ve come to fetch my father to help.’

				‘The beach—?’

				And suddenly Dow saw it all in a terrible flash; the old man, unwatched in his bed, his restraints removed, staring up as the southern gale faltered; then a light of insane resolve awakening in those dark, dying eyes; and then the old man rising up corpse-like, determined even beyond his own approaching death to grab this chance. For hadn’t Nathaniel been waiting, these ten years, for just such a moment as this? Hadn’t he been longing all that time for the whirlpool to return?

				Yes. Dow knew it as certainty. There was only one place Nathaniel could’ve gone – to the boats. He meant to set sail for the Rip, and to descend into the maelstrom in search of his lost son and grandson.

				Dow took Inga by the shoulders. ‘Listen! I’m going to the boats. Tell your father to follow me. Nathaniel will be there.’

				He sprang away at a run, passing down through the village and splashing through floodwaters along his way. Already those waters were receding – Dow could see it on the walls of the submerged houses, where the muddy stain of the high floodmark was now several inches above the waterline. The draining of the Claw had begun. Only by inches so far perhaps, but when multiplied across the wide surface of the bay, those inches represented a staggering flow, all of it rushing through the Rip. And there was vastly more yet to come.

				Twenty feet of it.

				He came to the beach. The wind gusted sharply in his face, blowing from the north now, and Dow shielded his eyes to stare up and down the drowned shoreline, searching for Nathaniel. There was no sign of him, or of Ingrid. Dow looked to the boats. The were few enough of them left after so many had sailed away, but those remaining were drawn up high and safe. The Maelstrom was sitting untouched in its place. So had the old man not come here after all?

				Then at last Dow saw him. Not on the beach, but already far out upon the bay. Nathaniel had ignored the fishing boats and taken a skiff – just as Dow had done, only six nights earlier; and indeed, just as the old man himself had done, ten years before, when setting out upon his doomed attempt at rescue.

				Despairing, Dow stared after the distant craft. The tiny figure within was toiling with febrile intensity at the oars. From where had the old man summoned this last strength? Dow could not imagine. But Nathaniel was level now with the inner headland, and near to entering the channel. Even from afar Dow could discern the awful power of the flood that raged there, surging southwards. He was too late. Nathaniel would be swept to destruction. 

				But then Dow felt the wind lift again from the north. It blew stronger now, and sustained, as if the storm, having debated with itself, had finally settled upon a new course, the opposite of the old. A sudden hope revived in Dow, and quickly he gauged the sea and the sky. It could be done! If he took the Maelstrom, with the wind behind him, he could catch the old man.

				He ran and set his shoulder to the fishing boat, and in his fervour slid it unaided across the sand. It slipped into the water and canted back against the shallows, caught there by the wind. He went to leap in.

				‘Dow!’ came a hoarse shout. ‘Wait!’ It was Boiler, lumbering down to the shore. ‘What in the name of idiocy do you think you’re doing?’

				Dow pointed to the skiff. ‘I’m going after him!’

				‘Why?’ Boiler came splashing into the shallows, panting furiously. ‘Why would you do such a thing?’

				Dow stared. Couldn’t Boiler see? ‘He goes to seek the maelstrom. He’ll be killed if he isn’t stopped.’

				‘Then let him be killed!’ 

				Dow reared back dumbly. Let him?

				‘Let him,’ Boiler repeated, as the wind gusted strong again. ‘It’s what he’s wanted all these long years. To join his son and grandson. And if my daughter speaks truly, he’s dying anyway. Why risk your life, going after one who is tired of his own?’

				Risk his life? Until that moment, Dow had not even considered it – he’d thought only of catching Nathaniel before disaster struck. But now he gazed out to the waters of the channel, and beheld again the great flood rushing south towards the Rip. And the full weight of his actions finally hit him. He had been about to launch forth into the realm of the maelstrom, just as Mother Gale had predicted he would.

				Boiler, seeing Dow’s hesitation, heaved a sigh of relief. He took hold of the boat and began to pull it back onto the sand. ‘It’s the right choice, lad, to let him go. You’ll see. Strange to say, it may be the most fitting end that poor Nathaniel could hope for. At least it might bring him peace.’

				But Dow only stood there, knee deep in the water, his thoughts a whirl of doubt. He studied the distant shape of Nathaniel, still labouring maniacally at the oars. A fitting end? Was it? Was it truly? It was fitting for Boiler maybe, and for the other folk of Stromner. Nathaniel and his curse had haunted them for ten long years, and if now he sacrificed himself to the maelstrom, then they would be free of their burden at last . . . but did that make it right?

				And what of Dow’s own responsibility? Yes, in his long grief and anger, the old man had always sought for the whirlpool – but would he really have gone to it now, like this, to such a futile death, if he had been well and in his right mind? Was he doing so now only in a delirium of black infection and fever? And who was to blame for that fever? No one but Dow himself.

				And yet, ultimately, what decided Dow was not his own guilt, nor even concern for Nathaniel’s life. Rather it was that, as he agonised over the choice, Dow felt something yield inside him, something that had fought and struggled and now admitted defeat. A strange calm descended, an acceptance – after resisting for so long – that he was meant to do this. That Mother Gale was right. That he and Nathaniel were bound together by fate, and could not now be separated, no matter if the maelstrom itself should come between them.

				He shook his head. ‘I must go after him.’

				Boiler had already hauled the boat half onto the shore. Now he turned and stared. ‘Are you mad?’

				‘It’s what I’m supposed to do.’

				‘Supposed to do?’ The innkeeper’s face went scarlet with frustration. ‘You’re supposed to do nothing! That fool of an old woman has filled your head with nonsense. There is no need for this.’

				But Dow was drawing the boat back into the water. ‘Nathaniel can be saved, from the whirlpool and from himself. It’s why I’m here.’

				‘No, no, it isn’t! Listen to me, Dow. I know that I’m partly to blame for all this insanity. It was unfair the way we brought you here; it was unfair what we expected of you. And I apologise for that. But do not throw your life away now because of our mistakes.’

				‘I won’t be throwing my life away.’ The conviction possessed Dow ever more firmly, even as he said it. ‘This storm won’t harm me.’

				‘Fool!’ Boiler pointed a finger to the sky. ‘Do you not see? The wind blows from the north now!’

				Dow glanced up. ‘I know. It will help me catch Nathaniel.’

				‘Are you witless? Think! It was the south wind that piled the waters in through the Rip. And now the north wind will push them out.’

				Dow’s hand went slack on the Maelstrom’s bow, as at last Boiler’s point sank home. Ten years before, when the southern gale had failed, there had been no new wind to replace it, only a dead calm. The waters of the Claw had flowed out through the Rip under no greater force than their own weight.

				But this time there was no calm. Instead, a northern gale had sprung up. So now the escaping waters would have the wind at their back, driving them even harder. It meant a doubling of the forces mounting in the Rip, or a tripling, or even more . . .

				The innkeeper was shaking his head. ‘It will be dreadful beyond all reckoning in the channel this day. You dare not go.’

				In that moment Dow hated Boiler more deeply than he had ever hated anyone – not because the innkeeper was wrong, but because he was right, and in being right had at last awoken Dow’s fear. It twisted coldly now in his stomach, clutching and craven and shrivelled, unmanning all his new certainty.

				‘You dare not,’ said Boiler again.

				But then Dow realised that he did dare. Nothing had changed, after all, other than his own terror, and what did terror matter? Fate itself had ordered that this should be. Against fate, even cowardice was of no consequence. 

				He straightened abruptly and in a single movement shoved the boat away from the shore and leapt aboard. Boiler cried out in protest behind him, but Dow was already raising the sail. The wind filled it instantly – greedily – and the boat canted hard. Boiler shouted one last entreaty, but it was lost in the snap of canvas, and Dow was away, skimming across the troubled waters.

				He looked ahead, but Nathaniel was no longer visible. While Dow had delayed, the old man had rounded the point and been swept into the channel. Well then, into the channel Dow must follow, no matter how fast and deep it was running. He was not afraid now. The wind was fierce, the tiller kicked in his hand, strong and true, and he was sure again of his path. 

				He did not waver even when he heard it over the wind. A thunder, a vibration in the very sea, a roaring that drew him on, irresistible.

				The voice, newly risen and ravenous, of the whirlpool.
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				It was a sound unlike any Dow had heard before. The only comparison he could make was with the roaring of the Long River in flood during the spring thaw; the noise of water flowing, enormous masses of it, tumbling trees and rocks along in booming cacophony. But this was much louder than anything a river could produce. This was the clamouring of a thousand rivers. And more.

				But Dow could see nothing as yet, the inner headland hid what lay beyond. He rounded it now to enter the channel, and the great flood took hold of him, a torrent vast and dark and smooth, surging with the entire weight of the Claw, and the north wind too, at its back. The Maelstrom, already racing, was swept up even more swiftly, and Dow had to wrestle the tiller to guide the boat mid-stream. Only then could he look ahead to the channel’s mouth. On his left rose East Head, blunt and bare, and on his right rose its western twin, crowned with the Stone Port fortress. And waiting as ever between was the mile-wide maw of the Rip.

				Only – what was happening there?

				Dow could make no sense of what he beheld. It was as if against all laws of the world, water was flowing uphill. The whole expanse of the Rip seemed to have risen above the level of the Claw, as if the sheer volume of water trying to flow between the Heads was too great to be contained. And even stranger, at the very place where the Rip opened to the sea there appeared to be a wave, many feet high, smooth and unbreaking, that was somehow standing still. It extended from headland to headland, and up and over its hump the escaping floodwaters had to flow, fast and foam-streaked and thunderingly loud.

				It was a spectacle that spoke of appalling forces at work, but even as he stared uncomprehending, Dow noted the one crucial thing – there was no whirlpool. He’d been so sure it would be there, raging at the channel’s mouth to devour Nathaniel and any who dared follow him, yet for all the fury and din of the Rip, the currents within its ambit were not rotating, no funnel had opened. The maelstrom, though it must surely rise soon, had not yet formed. 

				There was time, then. Dow searched the waters and spied the skiff. It was perhaps a quarter of a mile ahead of him in the channel, and adrift upon the sluice-like current, for Nathaniel was no longer at the oars. Instead, he was crouched in the skiff’s bow, gazing forward to the Rip as if he could not come there quickly enough. Was he utterly mad? Was he aware of any danger? Or had his fever blinded him to all else but the insane hope of finding his lost son and grandson? 

				It didn’t matter. Dow’s only purpose here – his fated purpose, no less – was to apprehend the old man before it was too late. He tightened his sail and set the Maelstrom spearing along in Nathaniel’s wake.

				Never before had he known such speed. Between the flood and the gale, the boat might have had wings. And yet even as he raced, Dow’s inner certainty remained. He knew exactly what needed to be done; his every move felt serene and preordained. It was as if time had slowed, so that despite the urgency of the pursuit, he had the leisure even to gaze about on either side.

				There were witnesses present, he noted; onlookers gathered about the shores to watch the emptying of the Claw. Outlined atop East Head were a meagre few only, huddled together in a knot; the folk of Stromner, or at least those who had dared climb up from the near-deserted village. But on the western side of the channel the townsfolk of Stone Port had come out in their hundreds, or even thousands, to crowd the sea wall for a view. And high above, lining the ramparts of the Stone Port fortress, were the tiny figures of the Ship Kings. 

				All come to marvel at the sight of the maelstrom, if it should form. But they would see something else today . . .

				Already Dow had gained on the skiff. Nathaniel was still perched in the bow, oblivious to his pursuer, and Dow was close enough now to see the bloodstains on the back of the old man’s nightshirt, and the terrible gauntness of his limbs. But the skiff, in turn, had been carried nearer to the Rip and to the bizarre upraised wave at its mouth. Dow called a warning to Nathaniel, but the thunder of the waters drowned him out. It was a sound so wide and deep it was scarcely a sound at all, rather it filled up the space where all other sounds might be.

				He drew closer yet to the skiff, but looming closer too was that impossible, unmoving wave. It reared up like a wall, higher than the Maelstrom’s mast. Dow could hardly believe that water could be contorted so. Worse, he saw that he would lose the race. There would not be time to secure Nathaniel before both their craft were carried to the wave’s foot – and then swept over it.

				But still his calm held intact. Keeping one hand on the tiller, Dow grasped a spare coil of rope and readied a loop in it. His intent, when he came abreast of Nathaniel, was to lasso the skiff’s prow and take it in tow. They would not be able to sail back up the channel against the flood, but if they could make it over the freakish wave without being swamped, they would be through the Rip and out into the open sea – and there they could wait in relative safety for the flood to pass, beyond even the reach of the maelstrom should it finally be born. 

				He glanced about one last time. Atop East Head, the small figures were running forward and waving frantically, as if to convey some message to him. But they were too far away, and he had no more time to watch. The water was driving both boats ever faster, and even as Dow drew level with Nathaniel (the old man still heedless) they slipped together into the trough at the wave’s foot. In a fluid rush both boats dipped, and then climbed steeply towards the rounded crest. Dow held his lasso high and prepared to throw it. And then—

				Then they broached the broad peak of the wave, and saw what lay beyond. The rope fell un-thrown from Dow’s fingers. He staggered back, the tiller slipping from his grip, forgotten. Everything was forgotten – Nathaniel, the rescue, all of it. Dow knew only blank stupefaction and terror. 

				The maelstrom had tricked him.

				It had been waiting there all along, fully formed and cunning in its monstrosity, a colossal spider crouched in a vast web – all too visible, no doubt, to the watchers on the headlands, but hidden to anyone at sea level, concealed behind the uplifted waters of its own rim. What Dow had thought was a wave stretching across the Rip was not a wave at all, but the northern arc of an immense circular lip. And within that lip the maelstrom wheeled in all its horror.

				Was it a mile across? Was it more? Dow’s frozen mind could not calculate, and it was too late anyway. Both boats swept on over the rim, fell into the grip of the rotating waters, and were spun away. The world heeled and Dow was flung back against the tiller. The sky, the clouds, the blunt shapes of East and West Heads; everything was tilted madly, and in motion. He was caught by the great whirlpool, and even on its outermost edge, the water was driving his boat faster than any wind ever had. Indeed the sail had come loose and was flapping wildly – but soundlessly, for the thunder of the maelstrom consumed all.

				But it was inwards that Dow’s gaze was inexorably drawn. Inwards and down – for the whirlpool, as it turned on its axis, had hollowed an enormous depression within the ocean, shallow on the outer rim, but growing ever steeper towards the centre. A misted darkness seemed to fill this gargantuan bowl, and its slopes, rotating with unspeakable momentum as they descended, glowed a baleful green that was streaked with lines of stark white foam, spiralling down to the maelstrom’s heart. And at that heart, drawing everything to it with an irresistible pull, opened the funnel. There the waters plummeted away entirely, spinning with such force that they drew back from themselves into a vast throat, gaping into nothingness; and from that nothingness there howled an unearthly, endless shriek.

				Dow shrank to the Maelstrom’s floor, a helpless child again, eyes wide, his calm shattered into a thousand despairing fragments, exposed for the delusion it was. How wrong he had been. Everything that Mother Gale had said, everything Dow had come to believe, the certainty that had led him to this point, it was all laid bare as purest folly. The maelstrom was before him now, worse than any tale had made of it, worse than any imagining, and it was not a thing to be bound by an old woman’s talk of fate or fortune – Dow’s own eyes and ears told him that. It was a beast roaring without purpose or reason, a mindless force of destruction only. And he had been fool enough to sail blithely, blindly, into its grip.

				Dow tore his gaze away from the awful sight below and looked about to gauge his position. What he saw only made him shrink back again. His boat, having come scarcely halfway around the whirlpool’s great rim, had already slipped inwards and down by many yards. So his descent had begun, and he was doomed. He had not even the refuge of ignorance now, he knew exactly what would happen. Had not Boiler described it? Once Nathaniel’s son and grandson had been caught, all attempts at escape had been in vain. Oars had not helped them, and there had been no wind to fill their sail, and so they had gone round and round until they were perched on the lip of the funnel, and then, helpless, they had fallen in.

				The same ghastly death would be his . . . 

				But then realisation flared. No wind! They’d had no wind to fill their sail. On that day, when the southern gale had failed, only a dead calm had replaced it. But today – today the north wind was blowing!

				Dow stared at the madly flapping sail above him. Yes, even here in the maelstrom’s clutches, the north gale was still whipping across the water. A blaze of hope broke his paralysis. He grasped about, took hold of the loose rigging, and pulled it taut. The sail tightened, caught the wind, and filled. The Maelstrom lurched in response, righting itself partially against the whirlpool’s incline. Dow’s hand went to the tiller. It quivered in his grasp – feeble maybe, but alive.

				He rose to his knees, glancing fore and aft. West Head was in front now, and East Head behind; he’d completed a full circuit around the maelstrom. He had descended no further into the green abyss, but nor could he escape this way; he was sailing with the current as it raced, so the rudder remained slack. If it was to bite, if he was to manoeuvre to break free, he needed to be sailing against the current. Dow stared about, measuring angles amid the confusion. Already he was a third of the way round again, the wind now from his left. Yes. There!

				He hauled on the rudder, and the Maelstrom turned – grudgingly – up and away from the shrieking gulf below. It stalled almost immediately, as Dow had known it would, sail fluttering, and slid back. But as it did so Dow worked deftly with the tiller, so that the boat yawed and the bow swung about to face into the whirlpool’s spin. The sail filled again and the rudder kicked hard. Elated, Dow shoved it full over. Now he could use the maelstrom’s very power against itself, the racing waters driving his vessel upwards and out against the hold of the wind. The Maelstrom lifted, and there was the rim looming, and beyond it freedom.

				It was only then that Dow remembered Nathaniel, and glanced back. What he saw pierced him. The old man’s skiff was far away – on the opposite side of the maelstrom, beyond all reach, helpless without a sail, and spiralled half the way down towards the insatiable funnel. Nathaniel himself was but a tiny figure clinging in the bow, and yet even across the gulf that separated them, Dow was sure that the old man’s face was turned to him, and that his expression was no longer maddened or possessed, but sane again at last, and now deathly afraid. 

				Then the Maelstrom was leaping over the whirlpool’s rim, like some giant flying fish, and splashing down in the waters beyond. For the first time in his life Dow found himself sailing upon the open ocean.

				Relief and horror fought within him. For a long while he could only stand numbly at the tiller, the bow pointed southward. Great ocean waves reared around him, ponderous and grey, and the wind beat at his back. Further south, fans of sunlight broke through the clouds and the sea there was a dazzling blue and green. The storm-tossed horizon waited beyond, calling . . .

				But Dow knew he could not go to it. Not yet. He bowed his head finally, and brought the Maelstrom about, north into the wind.

				Already, he had come a surprising distance from the shore – and how unfamiliar everything looked. The two great headlands presented much sterner faces to the ocean than they did to the bay, and extending away on either side were the long shores of the peninsulas, fading into mist, empty and harbourless – as forbidding a coast as Dow could imagine. Even a mile wide, the gap of the Rip looked a narrow haven amid such wilderness; and the maelstrom still raged there, betrayed from out at sea by a dark spray that hung above it, and by the strange waves of its rim, and by its voice, distant now, but ravenous still.

				And yet, rather than being sucked back towards the whirlpool, Dow saw that he was actually being carried rapidly eastwards. He studied the waves; yes, there were two currents at work here – Boiler had spoken of them once. Dow was now caught in the great north-east flow that ran perpetually across the base of New Island. But if he turned back towards the Rip he would cross into the flood emerging from the bay – a wide swathe of darker water surging off to the south-west.

				It was there, Dow finally recognised, where the two currents rubbed side by side, driving in opposite directions to each other – at the mouth of the Rip, but not wholly within it – that the maelstrom had formed. Dow could sense its hidden abyss even now, yawning with monstrous appetite. And yet it was simply a giant eddy ground out between the conflicting flows. Why, little whirlpools formed the same way among the rocks and ripples of any stream. 

				The knowledge brought no comfort. Even though the maelstrom was a natural thing, to be inside it had felt utterly unnatural, utterly aberrant, and to be devoured by that black funnel seemed to Dow the loneliest death a man could face. And the question came, creeping and unwanted: Was Nathaniel actually dead yet? And worse, was there a chance of rescuing him even now?

				No, it was impossible. Dow could not go back. No one could ask him to go back. Surely he had only imagined that look on Nathaniel’s face anyway, that achingly sane stare, so lost, so forsaken. The old man had sought the whirlpool willingly, had he not? So leave him there. 

				But an unforgiving presence within Dow refused to accept such excuses. Because in truth he could go back. He understood the workings of the whirlpool now, he could decipher its currents and ride them if he so chose. And he had the wind at his disposal should he need to flee once more. 

				Only, he was afraid . . .

				Dow raised his gaze, almost beseeching, to the Heads. He could not see anyone, but surely the folk of Stromner were still watching him from the heights, and the people of Stone Port, and the Ship Kings too. And yet, what help or guidance could any of them give? He was alone upon the sea, and he alone knew the whirlpool’s ways. If Nathaniel was to be saved, only Dow could do it. 

				And slowly the full force of that thought came to him. He was alone upon the sea. Had he not wished for exactly this, as a boy, when he’d first spied the ocean from the headland? And now here he was, despite all the obstacles that had been placed in his way, sailing free in the face of storm and gale, master of his own boat, and voyaging where even the mighty Ship Kings feared to go. Moreover, he was a man now, and it was within his power to save another man’s life.

				Dow took a deep breath, then set his course.

				His fear had not left him, no. But he held the rudder firm until the cliffs of East and West Heads lifted stark before him on either hand, and the swell of the whirlpool’s rim rose up again before the bow. 

				He knew what he must do; as the boat climbed, Dow swung it hard to the left, so that he would enter the maelstrom against the rotation. He came atop the lip once more, and in the moment before the descent began he stared out and down across the whirling void, searching for one thing. There! A mote hanging low in the maelstrom’s depths, spinning about the very brink of the funnel’s mouth; the skiff . . .

				Then the Maelstrom was diving down, cutting a path across the racing current as sharply as a knife. Spray flew; the wind was a thin wail above the thunder. And as Dow descended, the maelstrom reared up immense on all sides, the air growing darker, the waters blacker, as if no light could reach down so far from the sky. The tiller bucked against his palm, and only the boat’s reckless speed prevented it from being swept away around the circle.

				Steeper and steeper became the incline, and now the Maelstrom was canted so severely that Dow had to brace himself against toppling forward. He was nearing the mouth of the funnel, the horizon beyond which there was only the final fall into ruin down a throat that gaped a hundred yards wide. He risked a last glance up – the sky was an arched roof resting upon leaning walls of water, and whether it was the sky that revolved, or the walls, it was beyond the eye to tell. He stared down again, head spinning with vertigo, and spied the skiff.

				‘Nathaniel!’ he cried, knowing it was to no avail.

				The old man lay sprawled across the bow of his craft, face down, an arm hanging over the side. He appeared to be unconscious. The skiff was racing around an ever- narrowing circle, only a scant few feet above the final descent. Dow read the angles and saw that if at the last moment he turned with the maelstrom’s spin, then he could slip up beside the skiff, match its path for perhaps half an orbit, and then climb away again with the thrust of his sail. In that half rotation, he would have to drag Nathaniel bodily from one boat to the other.

				There was no time now even for fear. Dow was a predatory bird, swooping in to steal prey from the grip of some vaster but slower creature. Spray sheeted again as he wrenched the Maelstrom around to join the spin, and then came chasing along to the stern of the skiff. But now a suffocating weight bore down, so tight was Dow’s trajectory about the funnel. He sank slowly to his knees. The boat was pinned to the rotating wall and the world had become surreal, a barrel tilted on its side with a madly whirling sky at one end and a black abyss at the other.

				Inch by inch the Maelstrom crept up on Nathaniel’s craft. Agonisingly slow, the two boats drew level, a single foot of water between them. And agonisingly heavy, Dow’s hand stretched across to clutch the side of the skiff. He pulled, and the two boats were hull to hull. Nathaniel was in reach. Dow stretched again and felt his fingers brush the old man’s shirt. Nathaniel stirred at the touch. If only the old man would reach his own arm out—

				Then Dow lifted his eyes and saw beyond Nathaniel, and knew that none of it mattered anymore. They had crossed over the brink of the fatal horizon, and he was gazing straight down now into oblivion. 

				They were inside the funnel.

				It did not seem to Dow, in the frozen moments that followed, that such a place could exist in the world he thought he knew. Where there should have been only whirling darkness there was, in fact, a vivid blue glow, shimmering and flickering as if unseen bolts of lightning were igniting in the deeps. And revealed by such illumination was an enormous gullet falling sheerly down into the ocean, a throat so full of noise that it was like a gale in Dow’s face, icy somehow and stinging his eyes. Down and down the hole dropped, so far that it seemed impossible that the sea could even be so deep so close to shore, and that the maelstrom must spin instead over some chasm in the seabed that opened into a bottomless netherworld. 

				Except there was a bottom. Far down, where the throat narrowed at last and where the watery walls met and thrashed together, there was solid ground. It was an upthrust pinnacle of rock, drowned deep for most of its existence but undrowned now, hard and jagged, proof against all the water’s fury – the fulcrum indeed upon which the entire maelstrom turned. 

				And there were things upon that rock.

				The frigid air might have been a lens of glass, so mercilessly did it magnify those things to Dow’s gaze – and, no doubt, to Nathaniel’s.

				There, amid the lank seaweed and the noisome blisters of shells and polyps, was jammed a boat – or at least, the shape of a boat, seemingly formed of stone. Indeed, it might have been a natural formation, not a craft at all . . . or it might have been a fishing boat, sucked down and dashed there some ten years before, and glazed since by layer after layer of nicre. And the question of which it was might never have been answerable, if not for the evidence of the smaller shapes that lay within. Two figures, grotesquely pale and whole and preserved by the salts.

				Dow stared at them, his horror creeping, even as the maelstrom roared about him and his own boat spun on the verge of annihilation. The first of the corpses lay before a stone pillar that had once been a mast. Its arms were clasped about the other corpse, and this second figure stood upright, the mast at its back. Ropes of seaweed had replaced the actual ropes that had once bound it there. 

				So suggestive were the poses that even now the first figure might have been striving to free the second – the father struggling with the ropes that he himself had tied to preserve the life of his son, but which now lashed the boy to a boat that was lodged against the underwater mount, never to rise. And in their white rigid faces and in the black hollows of their screaming mouths could be read the hideousness of those last drowning moments.

				All this Dow saw in a heartbeat, gazing over Nathaniel’s shoulder, their two boats still side by side suspended at the top of the funnel. But it was an eternity too, and in that same eternity Dow saw Nathaniel turn his head, away from the sight of his family, away from the irrefutable fact of their death and from the cruelty of its manner. His gaze met Dow’s at last. And Dow could see that all the wild madness in Nathaniel had indeed been snuffed out, that in the old man’s eyes there was nothing now but desolation and grief, and a terrible knowing. 

				Dow extended his hand again, straining against the oppressive weight of the spin, and Nathaniel managed to shift his own arm a fraction, his trembling fingers reaching achingly close to Dow’s . . .

				But then the skiff shifted across the wall of the funnel, its bow suddenly nosing down. Dow lunged – his fingers grazed Nathaniel’s he was sure – then their hands were a yard apart, and then two, the gap widening. It was too late. The skiff was falling away while the larger boat hung on the lip a moment longer. Dow was granted a last glimpse into Nathaniel’s eyes to see the awareness of his fate lighting there, and the despair and the terror.

				Then the old man was flung aside, and like a leaf the skiff was whirled away, down into the flickering chaos, irretrievably lost. 

				Dow could not even wait long enough to witness Nathaniel’s final end, his own doom hung too close. His hands as heavy as iron, he grasped the rudder and heaved with all his will. For an incalculable length of time – one circuit of the funnel, or twenty, Dow would never know – nothing happened. He was poised perfectly on the brink and would remain there, it seemed, until some slight ripple broke the balance and sent him tumbling down in Nathaniel’s wake.

				In the end it was the maelstrom itself that saved him, and the howling breath that came from its throat – for that same breath filled the sail near to ripping it apart, and slowly, fraction by fraction, the Maelstrom began to right itself and climb away. The lip of the awful funnel receded, and Dow felt the blood flowing in his limbs again. He rose from his knees. Clear of the throat at last he saw that the wind of the everyday world, the northern gale, still blew. At length he was able, as before, to turn, and then begin the long climb to the outer rim.

				It was a harder ascent than the last. By the time the Maelstrom struggled free, Dow’s arms and legs were trembling in the extremities of exhaustion. But he was numb now to all pain or wonder or fear. All he felt was the emptiness of his failure and the finality of Nathaniel’s death. When he thought to look about himself, he saw that he was sailing on the open ocean again, far out beyond the Rip, and that the clouds were thinning and streaming away in the wind. Sunlight glistened on the wave-tops, and the water was blue and brilliantly clear. 

				But even the sea held no appeal to him now. Dow brought the boat about and, as the day wore from morning into afternoon, tacked mindlessly back and forth across the Heads while the maelstrom raged and the Claw emptied itself of its flood waters. At some point the flow fell below that necessary to drive the great whirlpool, and its roar began to die. Eventually it frittered away to little more than a revolving circle of foam, huge but impotent. And yet it was hours more before the outflow ceased entirely, and the Rip was safe again to cross.

				It was evening thus, the sky cold and empty, the north wind fading, when Dow finally sailed his little craft back through the Heads. He came slowly, riding with the incoming tide. Around him the waters swirled in harmless spirals, tentative and laced with old foam – as exhausted perhaps as Dow himself, and equally uncertain as to where they should go. It was very quiet now all about the headlands, the thunder of the day only a memory. The channel and the Claw looked much as they always had, as if the whirlpool had never risen. 

				But upon East Head, and upon the Stone Port seawall and the high bastions of the Ship Kings’ citadel, the thousands waited still, watching in silence as Dow and the Maelstrom came home from the sea.
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				The following few days were the most aimless and empty that Dow had ever known. He was alive and unharmed, his heart beat as strongly as ever and the blood pumped warm in his veins. Overhead the sun shone bright in the blue sky, as if summer had returned, and all around him Stromner went swiftly about recovering from the flood, with a great bustle of hammering and sawing and rebuilding. Folk went to and fro, smiling in the sunshine. Everything, it seemed, glowed with new life, having emerged from the shadow of the maelstrom. And yet Dow felt only cold and numb, as hollow as an old shell upon a beach, and as brittle as a rotten tree trunk that was upright yet, but ready any moment to fall.

				He returned, on the evening of the whirlpool, to Nathaniel’s shack, even though he no longer had any claim to the house. People came clamouring to the door, Boiler and the other villagers, bringing drink and food, their faces eager, their mouths babbling with questions. But nothing they said reached Dow. He felt deafened; there was a roaring in his head, and all other sounds seemed to come from far off. Finally Boiler shepherded the visitors away, and Dow tried to sleep, but when he closed his eyes the world spun, slow and horrible, and so he sat upright in Nathaniel’s chair, awake in the darkness.

				At dawn he walked down to the beach. A vague notion had come to him that he should be fishing, now that the storm was over. When he arrived he saw that the other fishermen of Stromner were themselves getting back to work, and were busy with the morning’s launch. They called to him, but still the numbness in Dow was impenetrable, and he did not answer. He looked at the Maelstrom. It sat where he’d left it the night before. And he knew he could not go fishing. The Maelstrom was not his to use. He had no more claim to Nathaniel’s boat than he had to Nathaniel’s house. Not now that their true owner was no more . . .

				He turned away. All that day, and then the next, Dow drifted without purpose. At times he walked about the village, amid the drying mud and the noise of rebuilding, oblivious to the stares of those he passed by. At times he slept, in snatches of unconsciousness that left him no more rested than before. At times he picked at the food that his visitors of the first night had left behind. But mostly he simply sat in Nathaniel’s chair and stared at nothing. He knew it wasn’t right. He knew that there were surely things he should be doing. But somehow he couldn’t think of a one. 

				On the third night, for lack of anything else, he went to the inn. As he approached he could hear shouts and laughter coming from the bar, and when he entered a crowd of faces turned to him, bright with drink and good cheer. But he paid no attention to the Stromner folk. He was apart from them. A space was cleared at a table, and Dow allowed himself to be led there. Boiler brought him a mug of beer, and Inga, her manner oddly shy, brought him a meal. Then they drew away. Dow ate, barely aware of the silence that had gathered around him, or that everyone was watching his every move.

				Then the whispering began. At first only a mutter here, or a hushed word there, but slowly it grew, until it was a soft rain that filled the bar. And strangely it was the very softness of the sound that finally breached the deafness in Dow. For the folk of Stromner were praising him. In reverent murmurs, one to another, they were extolling his feats against the whirlpool. Dow Amber, they said, the boy from the highlands, had triumphed where no mariner ever had. He had defeated the maelstrom and broken its power. For had they not seen him descend into its monstrous funnel, and yet had he not emerged from it alive?

				And at that, an emotion finally did stir in Dow – a dim, crawling horror. For they were wrong, as wrong as they could be. He had not defeated the maelstrom. No one could defeat the unthinking fury of that howling funnel. It knew nothing of any winning or losing, it knew only obliteration. And it had swallowed Nathaniel whole. Nathaniel was dead. He was dead.

				But no one mentioned Nathaniel. The old man might never have lived. The whispering gave way to louder con- versations, and then to shouts and laughter again, and calls for more beer. The evening had resumed its course. And now an anger mounted steadily in Dow. For he saw how things were. 

				Stromner was happy. The fishermen were celebrating bountiful catches in the bay and bragging of the high prices they had set over in flood-ravaged Stone Port, where supplies were short. The women were chattering gaily about the repairs to their houses; it was a chance to make things better, to build new rooms, to lay new floors where old ones had rotted. And parents were wondering aloud if it might even be time to send for all those sons and daughters who had been packed off to other towns in the years previous, and bring them home.

				For everyone agreed on one thing; a change had come over Stromner. They’d all felt it the moment the whirlpool had died in the Rip; a lifting of the spirits, a lightening of the air. Whereas the first maelstrom had blighted the village fortunes, it seemed that this second maelstrom had done the opposite. Hope had returned. And it was Dow Amber who was to thank for it. He had dispatched the whirlpool’s curse, just as he had been brought there to do.

				This was more than Dow could bear. The crowd’s approval washed over him like a hateful, beery breath; every respectful glance he was given grated, every burst of laughter set his teeth all the more on edge. It was bad enough that he had failed Nathaniel, but now to be admired for it by these fools . . . 

				In his revulsion Dow looked suddenly to the corner where Mother Gale always sat, for it came to him that she must be behind it all, that she must be the one spreading tales of his purported victory, and convincing the Stromner folk that all their troubles had ended. It would be typical of the lies she told. For she did lie. He had discovered as much in the maelstrom. 

				But the old woman was not in her corner.

				For no reason he could name, this alarmed Dow. Boiler was passing by with a tray of drinks. Dow rose and clutched the innkeeper’s arm urgently. ‘Where is she? Where’s Mother Gale?’

				‘At home in her bed, I’m told. She’s ill.’

				But a woman nearby – it was Mary Strand – overheard, and laughed. ‘Ill? She’s not ill, not unless choking on her own words has made her so. She’s miserable, is all, because her prophecies of doom and woe have not come true. Foolish old witch. When times were bad she was the only one who was happy. Now that times look better, where is she? Taken to her bed to sulk. Ha!’

				An inexplicable rage arose in Dow at this; his hands clenched and in another instant he might have throttled the woman where she stood. 

				Boiler intervened, quickly putting down his tray, and taking Dow aside. ‘Go home,’ he advised. ‘Company is not what you need right now. Go home and don’t come back any time soon. There’s nothing to worry about. I’ll send Inga of a night, with all the food and drink you could want.’

				And Dow’s rage popped like a bubble, leaving him empty again, and wearily confused. Why had he been so angry? What did he care if Mother Gale was mocked? There was nothing he owed the old woman. 

				He nodded wordlessly at Boiler, and left. 

				The next day the sun continued to shine and Stromner continued to heal, but Dow sat all the while in Nathaniel’s shack and in Nathaniel’s chair and still did not know what to do with himself. That night Inga brought him food, as promised, but when Dow tried to pay for it from his few remaining coins, she only shook her head and said, ‘My father says we must not take money from a hero.’ And then she left him alone with the appalling word.

				Hero.

				He wrestled with it the night through. Was it true – not only what Inga had said, but what all the folk of Stromner were saying? Was it the act of a hero, the thing he had done? To not only pursue Nathaniel into the maelstrom once, but then, having escaped, to return? It certainly sounded heroic. And yet it hadn’t felt heroic. It had felt only that there was a responsibility he could not ignore, a burden that he could not put down, no matter how unwanted it was.

				Was that heroism? Dow knew many stories of heroes – so had they performed their brave deeds with the same reluctance? And later, had they found themselves equally as purposeless and lost? Had they also withdrawn to a dark room, unable to bear the company even of those they’d helped? If so, what a terrible thing bravery was. And what lonely people heroes must be.

				At noon on the fourth day since the maelstrom, a knocking came on Nathaniel’s door. Dow answered it, and found Boiler Swan there upon the step. ‘I have a message for you,’ said the innkeeper, ‘from Stone Port.’ And he shouldered his way, gently but firmly, past Dow and through into the shack.

				Dow followed after him, noticing belatedly how stale and stuffy the room smelt. He smelt no better himself. He had not washed or shaved his face since the storm. ‘A message?’ he asked.

				‘Aye,’ said Boiler. He stood in a strangely formal pose, with his hands behind his back, waiting while Dow returned to Nathaniel’s chair.

				‘Well?’ said Dow.

				‘First I must say this; you think me a coward, perhaps, after what I said to you on the beach, the day of the whirlpool.’

				Dow only stared in puzzlement. 

				The innkeeper went on stiffly. ‘I argued that you should not go after Nathaniel, and yet you went. I was right to dissuade you; nevertheless, it was a brave act, and I would not want you to think that I don’t admire it.’

				A weariness rose in Dow. Admiration? No . . . it was the last thing he wanted, especially from Boiler.

				But the innkeeper was studying him with a determined look. ‘Have you ever heard, Dow, how I burnt my face?’

				Surprised, Dow had to glance away from Boiler. He’d become so used to the innkeeper’s features that he’d quite forgotten how livid they were, like the severest sunburn. He shook his head.

				‘It was a fire. More than twenty-five years ago now, before I became an innkeeper. I was a fisherman then, and Ingrid and I lived in a fine little house along the dunes a way. We had two children at the time. A girl, Inga, and a boy . . . my son. One winter’s night I woke to the sound of burning. I don’t know how it started – a candle left alight maybe – but the place was already well ablaze. I woke Ingrid and yelled at her to flee, then I went for Inga; she slept in a room of her own. I had to find my way through the smoke, but I got to her, and carried her out to safety. But outside, when I found my wife, we both realised . . .’

				Boiler faltered, then swallowed and went on.

				‘You see, our son was only a baby, he still slept in a cot by the bed. I thought my wife had him, she was certain I had him, and all we’d done between us was leave him alone in there. The entire house was in flames by then, but of course I went back, knowing full well I’d be burnt. All that mattered was my boy. And I did find him, eventually, through the fire, when it was much too late.’

				The innkeeper had to pause again, and Dow glanced up. He knew he should be feeling something – pity, sadness, horror – but nothing seemed to come. Why was Boiler telling him this, and why now?

				‘As you know,’ Boiler continued, his tone level once more, ‘we later had another child, my wife and I. Another daughter whom I love dearly. But I was never to have a son again. And as a permanent reminder of my failure to save my boy, I got this face of mine. Oh, to everyone else I was a hero for having at least tried. I’ve been admired in this village ever since that day. I am regarded all about as a brave man, and in many ways I know that I am. But listen to me, Dow. I know as well as you the emptiness of a brave act that ends in futility, and the deep unhappiness that it stirs within. So I say this to you now – beware.’

				Dow spoke at last. ‘Beware of what?’

				‘Of despair. Of contempt for others, of a coldness in your thoughts. Call it what you will, but know this – it’s a trap for the broken heart. It will soothe you for a while, or at least it will numb you, but in the end it will only banish you to long loneliness. And that need not be. Do not despise the folk of this village just because they admire you for daring the whirlpool.’

				Dow blinked at tears that were suddenly in his eyes, his numbness pierced at last. A wild sorrow filled him, and shame.

				‘They will offer you a home here,’ Boiler added, ‘in their gratitude. Even without Nathaniel. If you want it.’

				And that, Dow admitted, his head falling low, was the question he’d been so unable to face. What was he to do with his life now? Did he want to stay in Stromner? Or did he want to go home to Yellow Bank, to his old life, and to his family?

				But now Boiler drew up an empty crate and sat close in front of Dow. ‘But before you think on any of this, you have business more pressing. I bear a message, as I said. Two marines arrived at my inn an hour ago. They announced that they had come to issue an invitation to one Dow Amber, he that rode the maelstrom. His attendance, they said, is requested at a grand feast to be held aboard the battleship Chloe, this very night. Indeed, he is invited by the Governor of New Island himself, who wishes to honour this same Dow Amber for the bravery he recently displayed upon the sea, and in front of so many witnesses.’ 

				Dow sat up, wiping his eyes dry, for this was indeed strange news. The Ship Kings, the enemies of all New Islanders, wanted to honour a New Islander? And after Dow had caused so much trouble by trespassing upon the Chloe, he was to be invited back aboard as a guest? 

				Boiler smiled at Dow’s doubtful look. ‘Aye. For all its fair words, this invitation disturbs me. The marines who brought it were fully armed and prepared to wait to accompany you back to Stone Port – accompany they said, but I think escort is more likely. I told them you were out fishing with the other Stromner men and would not return until late, but that I would give you the message and that you would surely be eager to attend. They were not happy about your absence, but even so they took me at my word. They left but a short while ago.’

				‘Should I attend?’ Dow asked, too amazed still to know what to think.

				The innkeeper considered. ‘The invitation might be no more than it seems. You rode the whirlpool, did you not? The Ship Kings witnessed it from the Stone Port walls, and they esteem nothing so much as a brave feat of sailing. Perhaps their regard is authentic. But I doubt it. That a New Islander conquered the maelstrom, and not a Ship Kings mariner, I do not think will sit well with such a proud folk. And I’ve heard that admiring stories about you are being told upon the streets of Stone Port, which will please the Ship Kings even less.’

				Dow nodded. He already knew what the displeasure of the Ship Kings was like. But if the invitation was in any way genuine . . .

				He was struck suddenly by a vision of what might be. He saw himself seated in honour and respect among the lords and ladies at the Ship Kings’ feast. Captain Vincente was there, addressing the assembly, and he was declaring that Dow, having ridden the whirlpool, had proven himself a worthy seafarer; worthy indeed of serving aboard the Ship Kings fleet. Why, of serving aboard the Chloe itself. And there at Vincente’s side, nodding approval as her eyes shone, was the girl . . .

				No, that was going too far. Of course it could never be like that. And yet Dow’s sea longing – dormant since the maelstrom – had blazed back into life at the prospect. To set sail upon one of the great ships! And was it so impossible? Moments before he’d been faced with only two choices, neither of which he wanted; to remain in Stromner as a fisherman, or to return to the life of a timber cutter. But now he was being given the chance to stand before the finest mariners in the world, with his own seamanship acknowledged. Who knew where that might lead, or if such a chance would ever come again? If there was a hope, any hope, that this might enable him to voyage upon the wide ocean – then he must take it.

				‘I’ll go,’ he said.

				Boiler’s agreement was grave. ‘You’ve little enough choice, I think. They would only pursue you, should you refuse. For good or ill, the Ship Kings are not to be denied. Very well. I will come too.’

				Dow shook his head. ‘If it is for ill, then best it be so only for me.’

				‘You can’t go alone!’

				‘Please, Boiler. Whatever the Ship Kings mean to happen will happen whether I’m alone or not. Even if you were there, you couldn’t prevent them, you’d only be placing yourself in the same hazard. I’ll go on my own. But be sure of this, they’ll not learn from me anything of my true heritage, or of why I was brought here. I won’t let any harm come to Stromner for my sake.’

				The innkeeper glared unhappily a moment, then gave a reluctant bow of his head. ‘Aye, little though I like it, I feel the truth of what you say. Go then, with my best wishes, and hopes for your safe return. The marines said that you are to report at the Chloe’s gangway at sundown. Take the Maelstrom. After the riding of the whirlpool, the craft is yours if it is anyone’s.’

				Dow nodded, and Boiler stood as if to go. But then he hesitated, and gave Dow a wry look. ‘Did you know that Mother Gale rose from her sick bed last night, and returned to her place in the bar?’

				‘No,’ said Dow.

				‘If she has indeed been sick, I saw no sign of it. The old creature was as hale as ever. And she had only the direst warnings for us all. She said that just because the maelstrom has come and gone does not mean that the danger has departed. Nathaniel’s death has not relieved us of our burden, she declared. There is still a price to be paid by Stromner, and soon, she thinks. People laughed, and normally so would have I. But I wonder, Dow. I wonder . . .’

				‘Did she mention me?’ Dow asked. 

				Boiler was at the door. ‘She did. She claims that everything she has said of you has indeed come to pass, but that from this point on your future is beyond her telling, for in her reckoning your time in Stromner draws now to its close, and your fate and ours are sundered.’ The innkeeper gave a last shrug and lifted a hand. ‘Make of that what you will, Dow Amber. Farewell.’

				And he was gone.

				The afternoon was lengthening into evening by the time Dow – scrubbed and shaved, and as presentable as he was ever likely to be – left the shack and made his way to the beach. The Maelstrom was still waiting there for him, drawn up neatly on the sand, with nothing about its appearance to tell of the wonders and terrors of its most recent voyage. Dow felt a surprising rush of affection for the craft. Maybe Boiler was right, and it was his now. He slid the boat slowly down to the water, climbed in, lowered the centreboard, raised the sail, and set off. 

				Before him spread the Claw, golden in the evening light, with a warm breeze blowing from the east. For a few moments Dow let the task of trimming the boat occupy him, but then something made him look back to Stromner. The village, sprawled across its dunes, seemed for once to be basking at peace in the mellow sunshine, but he realised even so that it would never be a place he could love. Nor would he be saddened if he was never to see it again. 

				But did he really believe that was likely? Was he convinced all over again by Mother Gale’s foretelling? He couldn’t say, and nor somehow could he care. He felt both expectant and strangely calm; let things fall as they may. He’d left nothing of value behind – his timberman’s jacket was wrapped in a ball at his feet – and would miss no one except for Boiler. Dow turned his face away at last and rounded the point to enter the channel.

				It was the slack between tides, and an easy crossing of the Rip, the Maelstrom riding lightly in the breeze. In no time at all Dow came to the Stone Port gate. He passed through, noting the flood marks high on the great wooden posts. Across the harbour he could see too the shambles the flood had made of the docks. Nevertheless, the water was busy with barges and boats, even in the last hour of the day. Dow furled his sail and rowed his way over to the fishing wharf, where he made the boat fast – and where his serenity was abruptly dashed.

				For a crowd soon gathered. Fishermen and merchants and passers-by all ceased their business and chatter and came to watch as he tied up, having recognised both the boat and the boy who piloted it. Embarrassed, Dow climbed onto the dock. He should have been prepared for this, but he wasn’t, and now in his self-consciousness did not know how to behave. The crowd studied him silently, and in their faces Dow read the same awe and admiration that he’d seen on the faces of the Stromner folk. Only here the faces belonged to strangers, folk quite unknown to him; and here there were not merely dozens of admirers, but hundreds.

				He edged forward, and the crowd shifted apart so that he could make his way along the wharf. They remained silent at first, but then the whispering came, a murmured wave that rose and fell and rose again, as Dow passed by. He caught only occasional words out loud, but they were enough – words like maelstrom and survived and victory. And his name. They all knew his name. And Dow noted one other thing. There were no Ship Kings sailors mingling in the crowd, or visible anywhere about the docks. The throng surrounding him consisted of New Islanders, and New Islanders alone.

				He came to the main wharf. The Ship Kings fleet rode there at anchor, the fourteen vessels having, by the look, escaped any harm from the flood. The wharf itself, and the buildings behind, had not been so fortunate – wreckage was still littered about, and spoiled goods lay heaped outside warehouse doors, the smell of rot pungent. But where there should have been workmen busy at rebuilding, there was no one. The wharf was deserted; other than the Ship Kings marines standing guard over the frigate Conquest, the first ship in the line. 

				The crowd hung back at the sight of them, and the murmurs around Dow rose in concern; someone at the rear actually shouted his name, though in warning, or in mere encouragement, Dow couldn’t tell. Silence returned, and he walked alone past the Conquest, under both the hopeful eyes of the crowd behind him and the wary stares of the marines by the gangway.

				It was a long trek from there to the Chloe, past ship after ship, each with its own guard of watchful marines, and despite himself Dow wished he had Boiler for company. But finally the battleship reared up at the end of the line. Four marines stood at attention there. At first Dow saw no signs of any feast, and his anxiety hitched higher, but just as he drew near a party of finely dressed Ship Kings folk emerged from the street that led away to the Stone Port fortress. They trooped past the guards and up the gangway, laughing among themselves, and Dow relaxed a little. The feast, it seemed, was at least real.

				He presented himself to the marines. Their eyes lit coldly when he gave his name, and they looked him up and down, dubious, as if measuring him unfavourably against reports they’d received – or so Dow felt; he may have been imagining it, for their words were polite enough. Yes, they said, he was expected. Indeed, two of them would escort him aboard right now.

				These two ushered him up onto the main deck. Dow went uneasily, for he had not forgotten the events that had transpired here only ten days before, or the sight of Nathaniel’s blood on the timbers. But in fact the main deck looked quite different from then. A red carpet had been laid, leading from the gangway to the stairs of the stern castle. Coloured lanterns were strung in the rigging, just beginning to shine out in the early evening; every inch of wood was polished to a gleam; and here and there marines stood at attention, muskets at the ready. The Chloe had been made resplendent for its guests. And from the high deck came the sound of convivial conversation and laughter; a party, just beginning.

				But Dow was not taken along the red carpet or up to the high deck. His escorts led him to one side and through a door below the stairs, then down a passage to a small room – a storeroom it seemed, for there were kegs and casks of many sizes stacked there, and racks that held hundreds of dusty bottles.

				‘You will wait here until summoned,’ one of the marines said, and made off. The other remained on watch at the door.

				Dow sat cautiously on a keg. Was he now a prisoner then? This was not the brig – as he knew all too well from previous experience – but nor was this the treatment of an honoured guest. 

				He waited, and his guard waited too. A slow time passed. Crewmen came and went from the room, collecting glasses and bottles. Some gave Dow curious stares, but most ignored him. In the passage outside, others passed by carrying great silver platters laden with food, and from the decks above came the sounds of a gathering that only grew in size and in merriment.

				Many of those same platters and bottles had returned empty, and two hours at least had elapsed, before the other marine reappeared and announced that Dow’s presence was finally required. Flanked once again by his two guards, he was led up a flight of stairs. Then a great set of doors was flung open, and Dow was pushed forward into a rush of warmth and light and noise. 

				He had to squint to see, dazzled by the glare of more lamps and candles than he’d ever beheld in one place. He’d been brought to a grand banqueting room, it seemed, high in the Chloe’s stern; dark windows lined the rear wall. It felt an impossibly vast and ornate space for a cabin upon a ship, but at the same time it was altogether too hot and airless, for it was packed with people, a crowd of men and women, some seated at tables, and others standing about: the Ship Kings lords and ladies at their feast. The smell of roasted meats assailed Dow; and even more overpowering came the sweet scents of perfumes.

				He was pushed forward again, and now he found himself standing alone in a cleared space at the centre of the room. All about him the Ship Kings pressed in their pomp and finery, but immediately before him spread a long table at which were seated the most important of the guests and dignitaries; the men magnificent in uniforms of black and gold and the women arrayed in dresses of red and silver, adorned with jewels. Dow felt clad in rags by comparison. Every way he turned he saw only proud faces staring at him disdainfully, and reproving mutters ran through the crowd in an almost angry hum. 

				Then there came a loud rapping, for all the world like the rapping of Mother Gale’s cane, and the hum fell away. A man who stood at one end of the long table was banging a tall staff on the floorboards. ‘Dow Amber,’ announced this figure, as silence settled. ‘You stand in the presence of the appointed Governor of all New Island – His Grace, Balba of the Iron Wheel.’

				All eyes turned to a personage seated at the centre of the long table. He was – even to Dow’s humble gaze – perhaps not quite as imposing as his own title, being but a middle-aged man of no great size, and with a bland, fleshy face; but there was a menacing air to him nonetheless, if only because of his glittering uniform and the obedient attention of all those around him. 

				The governor, in turn, was studying Dow. ‘A boy, I see,’ he said, in a cultivated Ship Kings accent. ‘The reports spoke rightly, it seems. All this talk through the town over little more than a boy.’

				Dow said nothing, knowing it was no time to dispute the word boy. And he noted finally the person seated at the governor’s right hand: Captain Vincente, plain and dour and all but lost amid the splendour.

				The governor too had turned to Vincente. ‘And it was truly this same lad, Captain, who trespassed upon this very ship?’

				‘Aye, Your Grace,’ said Vincente calmly. ‘It’s the same lad. Although apparently he is not what I was led to believe.’

				‘Oh? And what was that?’

				‘A poor sailor.’

				The governor frowned. ‘That remains to be seen, Captain.’ He returned his attention to Dow. ‘It is a longstanding tradition, New Islander, whenever the fleet comes to Stone Port, that the captain of the flagship should host a banquet in the governor’s honour, and that the entertainment at that banquet should be provided by the governor in turn. For this banquet thus I have summoned you, as my court has been curious these recent days to lay eyes upon so notorious a boy. For their amusement, and indeed for the enlightenment of all Stone Port, you will now explain your actions, and we shall see if they were what some have claimed them to be – or whether appropriate charges should be laid. Chancellor, you may continue.’

				This last was directed to the man with the staff, who bowed graciously. And Dow felt his first serious stab of alarm. Charges? What charges could possibly be levelled against him due to the maelstrom?

				The chancellor addressed him sternly. ‘New Islander, what His Grace would like to know is this – did you deliberately sail your boat into the whirlpool, or did you, out of merest ignorance, become trapped within it?’

				Dow stared back at the man, not sure that he should even answer, so insulting was the question’s tone. But then his gaze alighted on two more faces, at that same end of the table. The first belonged to Lieutenant Diego of the Diamond, who was standing behind a chair and grinning openly at Dow’s discomfort. And seated in the chair itself was none other than the girl. Nell. 

				Even at such an inopportune moment Dow found her presence compelling. She was no longer attired in men’s clothes, but rather in a dress, black and close fitting, and yet with long sleeves and a high neckline that exposed little of her shoulders or arms. Even so, the tracery of her scars shone faintly in the candlelight, shifting subtly about her neck as she spoke, for her head was tilted up to say something to Diego as he smiled. Dow hated that smile. And Mother Gale’s words rose hotly inside him. If you’re drawn to her, then it’s meant to be . . .

				He returned his gaze to the chancellor, and answered. ‘I did not deliberately sail into the whirlpool the first time I entered it, but having escaped, I deliberately went back in an effort to save my guardian.’

				‘An effort,’ responded the chancellor loftily, ‘which conspicuously failed. Or should I say, suspiciously failed. Tell me, Dow Amber, is this the same guardian that you allowed to be flogged for a crime you committed? And yet, we are supposed to believe that you would then risk your life for his!’

				‘I did risk it,’ said Dow, stung.

				‘Did you? Did you indeed? It seemed to me, and to many other observers that day, that the old man’s boat would have circled safely about the great funnel for as long as the whirlpool raged, and not have fallen in. That is, until you intervened. Then suddenly both your boat and his were plunged beyond the funnel’s lip – and what took place within was hidden to us all. All we know is this: both of you went in, but only you emerged.’

				The implication was so outrageous that Dow was lost for words. He found himself looking to Vincente. The captain was surely no friend; it was he who had ordered that Nathaniel be lashed, after all – but even on that horrible day Dow had sensed a certain honour and honesty in the man. At the least, a mariner such as Vincente could not mistake what had really happened in the whirlpool, and would know the chancellor’s insinuation to be false. 

				And indeed Vincente was leaning back in his chair, staring at the chancellor with obvious distaste. Yet he ignored Dow, and said nothing.

				The governor cleared his throat, then spoke in a tenor of pious regret, ‘A grave matter, Chancellor. And I wonder what the common folk of the town will say, when they hear a true telling of this sad story; that their new-found hero is suspected of foul play towards an innocent old man who had already suffered much for his sake. Foul play, or even perhaps foulest murder.’

				At last Dow understood the true nature of the proceedings. Their new-found hero, the governor had called him, the words oily with contempt. It was exactly as Boiler had warned it might be. The admiration of the Stone Port folk for Dow’s act had angered the Ship Kings. It would not do for a New Islander to be lauded in his own land – especially for a feat of sailing. And so with this concocted accusation, they would blacken his name and cast him in prison. 

				Dow knew he should be afraid, but he wasn’t, his anger at the injustice of it was too great. And his indignation only burned the brighter when he glanced at the girl. She had turned to look at him finally, but with no more than a bored disgust, as if she believed without question the ludicrous falsehood being told about him. And behind her, the smiling Diego had raised a heavy crystal goblet to his lips, to sip on a red liquid within. Wine, Dow thought, pointlessly. He had heard that the rich and mighty drank a thing called wine.

				His anger boiled over. ‘Sir,’ he said squarely to the governor, ‘I alone here have dared the maelstrom, and seen what lies at its heart. And only a fool would think that anyone would venture into such a terrible place, merely to attack an old man who was already in the grip of death.’

				But the final part of this statement was barely heard. At the word fool, the room erupted in a storm of shouts and protest.

				‘Infamy,’ cried the chancellor, hammering his staff upon the floor in an attempt to restore order. ‘Marines, remove this wretch from the governor’s presence. We will transport him to the keep tonight, and he will stand trial for insurrection on the morrow, as well as for murder.’

				There came more shouts, of approval now, the room in tumult. Two marines appeared at Dow’s side and took him by the arms. 

				‘It’s a lie!’ Dow cried, struggling. 

				And almost in his fury he broke free. But as he fought, he turned his head just in time to behold, bizarrely, a shining thing whirling in mid-flight towards him. It was a crystal goblet, he realised. He even had an instant to marvel at how thick and solid it looked, and how hard it had been thrown; then it smashed into his forehead, and Dow’s world exploded into white pain.

				Everything was a jumble after that; the shouting, the arms pulling him, the ceiling wheeling above, the red film running across his eyes, blurring his vision, the taste of blood on his lips. But he must have been dragged from the great dining room, because suddenly it was much quieter, and a single voice was giving orders in firm but furious tones. Then a jangled blackness descended.

				When Dow came back to himself he was sitting dizzily on a stool in a dim cabin that contained several empty beds. His ears were ringing, and a bandage had been wrapped around his head. A portly man he did not know was seated in front of him, probing at the bandage with testing fingers, and speaking as he did so to someone over Dow’s shoulder. ‘It looks worse than it actually is, of course – scalp wounds always bleed such. I’ve stitched the lacerations. But there’s no doubt he has received a concussion. His eyes are dazed.’

				‘Balba’s men will be wanting him,’ said the other, and then paused as if to note the sounds that came distantly from above, the hue and cry of the feast still ongoing. ‘Is he fit to travel?’

				The portly man shrugged. ‘They could carry him to the keep if they wanted, but I doubt he could walk there unaided. In any case, I’d like to hold him here. He should be watched overnight at least.’

				‘They can wait till morning then.’

				‘Aye. Doctor’s orders.’ Satisfied with the bandage, the man sat back. ‘It’ll give me something to do. There’s no one else on sick call – even with shore leave cancelled. Hard to believe it’s all because of this fellow.’

				‘If you’re done for the moment,’ said the other, and Dow recognised the voice now, ‘I’d like a word with the lad in private.’

				The doctor nodded and rose. Dow swayed a little on his stool, aware suddenly of just how badly his head throbbed. When he opened his eyes again, Captain Vincente was sitting in the doctor’s seat, studying him.

				‘You’re back with us, Mr Amber?’

				Dow nodded fractionally, unable to focus.

				‘My apologies for your head. One of my guests, or perhaps one of my crew, lost control of his temper, it seems.’

				Diego, thought Dow. But said nothing.

				‘I apologise, too, for the accusations levelled at you by the chancellor. Whatever else may be said, that was a brave riding of the maelstrom, and does not deserve to be denied or slandered so.’

				Dow squinted, trying to see Vincente clear. All very well, but why hadn’t the captain spoken up at the banquet?

				Vincente smiled regretfully. ‘However, in New Island matters I have no authority. This is not a question of trespass aboard my ship. You have drawn the ire of the governor, and his concern is not the justice of your case, but rather the peace and security of all New Island. You threaten that peace and security, Dow Amber, by the very courage of your deed. You have inspired reckless bravado among the townsfolk, so that we have been forced to withdraw our crews from the inns and back alleys, as a precaution lest violence break out.’

				Everything seemed to reach Dow through a blanket. ‘I did nothing wrong,’ he insisted.

				‘I know, and I would not punish you unfairly for it. But I do not rule here. I am but a visiting captain, and will be gone within days.’

				‘Then take me with you,’ said Dow, the idea exploding silently in his head and for a moment sweeping away the pain.

				Vincente was startled. ‘Take you?’

				‘I have no place here anymore. I have no guardian, no home. If I am the cause of trouble, then take me away and the trouble will end.’ It all seemed so simple, so obvious, so right. He would sail away on the Chloe, and escape from prison, from trial, from Stromner, from fishing, from everything . . .

				But the captain was shaking his head. ‘You must be dazed indeed. It’s impossible, even if I wanted to. It’s against all law to take New Islanders aboard our ships, and in any case, the governor has claim to you now.’

				The fantasy withered all in an instant. Dow’s head throbbed nauseatingly, and sleep came stealing over him like a tide.

				Vincente leaned closer to examine him. ‘You are dazed. Enough of this, then. You will rest the night here, under guard of the doctor, then in the morning the governor’s men will take you and I will see you no more. Nevertheless, I feel there is something unanswered about you, Dow Amber. Something hidden. An orphan from the highlands, yet born to sailing it seems, and watched over with perilous care by your elders. Tell me this one thing at least. Why did the innkeeper lie to me that day, and claim that you had no stomach for boats or for the sea?’

				Dow felt so tired now the dangers of this question scarcely perturbed him, and his reply seemed to come from someone else – an invention, and yet, strangely, it may have been something of the truth. ‘The innkeeper is fond of me. His only son died in a fire, many years ago. I think he sees in me the son that died, and would have said anything that day to spare me from harm.’

				‘Ah.’ A peculiar expression crossed Vincente’s face. ‘Yes, I see. That would explain much, the loss of a loved one before their time . . .’

				And the memory came to Dow, from deep within his fogged mind, that the captain’s wife had died young. For a moment, to his own dull astonishment, he even felt a pang of remorse. But then he was swaying on his seat, too drowsy to stay upright any longer, and Vincente was calling for the doctor. 
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				Dow woke, thinking he had heard something heavy splash very softly into deep water. For a time he stared at a low ceiling of wooden planks, not knowing where he was, but listening attentively for a further splash. There wasn’t one. There was only the subtle creak and groan of timber, coming from all around him – and from nearby, the sound of someone snoring lightly.

				How strange. He was in a bed, but where was the bed? And why did his head feel all muffled and numb? Of course – the Chloe, the feast, the goblet flying out of the crowd. He raised a hand to his brow and felt at the bandages. He could sense the gash in his skin there, and the stiches, but the awful throbbing was gone. Yes, he remembered now – the doctor had given him a bitter-tasting drink that he’d said would dull the ache . . .

				Dow sat up gingerly and looked about. He was still in the cabin to which they’d carried him after the debacle at the feast – but the feast itself must long have been over, judging by the quiet. It felt like deep night now, the dead hours before dawn. A lamp burned dim on the wall. Sprawled on one of the other beds was the doctor, his round belly rising and falling as he snored. Dow watched a moment, then swung his feet to the floor and stood experimentally. His body felt as light and empty as his head, but there was no dizziness.

				He was listening all the while, a kernel of alertness nagging at him. The splash, and now the silence – was it not quite silence? Was something happening somewhere, just beyond his hearing?

				Dreamlike, he went to the door, slipped the latch, and stepped out into a passage. It was lit by another dim lamp, and deserted. Dow had no recollection of where he was on the ship, but he set off without hesitation, some instinct guiding him. He came to a stairway and climbed to a further passage, at the end of which was another stairway. It ascended to the open air.

				Climbing up, Dow found himself emerging from the stern castle onto the Chloe’s main deck. It was very dark. The lanterns from the feast had all been extinguished, and the night itself had grown overcast. Ahead, Dow could make out two figures moving in the bow, outlined against the glow from the town; guards patrolling with muskets at their shoulders. But they were far away, and the deck was in deep shadow. They did not see him.

				Dow, dreamlike still, crossed quietly to the dock-side rail and looked over. Four more marines stood there by the gangway, all of them staring northward along the wharf as if something that way had caught their attention. Dow stared too, but saw nothing. The whole scene felt increasingly unreal. The silence, the sleeping town, the wharf lamps, the guards standing like statues. 

				Was something happening, or wasn’t it?

				He crossed over to the opposite rail and studied the waters of the harbour. They were black and untroubled, glinting here and there from the town’s lights. He stared straight down to the ship’s waterline, but saw only ripples there, lifting and sinking against the hull. He raised his eyes to the sky. All was darkness, although he fancied that far off on the north horizon there was the dimmest of glows, red and sombre, against the clouds. A wind stirred and faded away. 

				What was it? 

				He looked leftward at last, beyond the Chloe’s stern, to the long line of ships that extended away behind the battleship. They formed a shallow arc, following the wharf as it curved with the shoreline. His gaze came to rest on the furthermost ship, the Conquest. And as if only waiting for Dow to glance that way, a flame suddenly bloomed at the frigate’s side – a silent, golden flower that opened slowly and extended its shining tendrils across the hull.

				Whump, came a sound across the water.

				Dow stared uncomprehendingly. His first thought was that one of the Conquest’s cannons must have fired a shot for some reason, out into the harbour . . . but no, that was all wrong. The flame hadn’t projected outwards from the ship, it had ignited against the ship, down by the waterline, and now burning tongues were spreading up the frigate’s side. Dow stared an instant longer, then a hungry crackling sound reached him, and at last he understood.

				‘Fire!’ he called. And even as he did so, ‘Fire!’ called the guards from the bow and from the wharf, and ‘Fire!’ came the call from multiple voices on other ships along the line, and alarm bells began to clang.

				On the Chloe there rose a clamour below decks as the crew stirred. Dow was about to turn away from the rail, but then there came another distinctive whump, and astoundingly a second ship was ablaze at the waterline, the vessel immediately in front of the Conquest, one of the merchantmen. Then, as Dow watched in disbelief, flame blossomed on the hull of yet a third ship – the next of the merchantmen – and another dull whump reached his ears.

				These weren’t just fires, Dow grasped finally, these were detonations. He turned stupidly to face the harbour, convinced there must be a warship out there, bombarding the fleet. But there was nothing – and of course there was nothing, the only warships in all the world belonged to the Ship Kings, and why would they attack their own? Besides, there had been no boom of cannon firing, no whistle of shot, only those stifled thumps as the flames burst forth.

				The Chloe’s crew was swarming onto the main deck now, and officers were shouting orders. Teams were being marshalled to go and help the burning ships. No one paid Dow the least attention. Glancing up to the high deck, he saw that Captain Vincente had appeared there, still shrugging on his coat as he took in the scene, his thinning hair wild on his bare head.

				‘Belay those orders!’ Vincente bawled, and men and officers alike froze. ‘It’s not those ships we must save but our own! Fire will spread along the whole line unless we get the rest of the fleet clear! Prepare to cast off! Signaller, sound “make sail” to the other ships!’

				Pandemonium. New orders were shouted, bells clanged out signals, and men rushed to the rigging. Dow was shoved to and fro; everywhere he stood seemed to be in someone’s way. He found a quiet place at last further along the rail, and stared back across the fleet to the three afflicted ships. They were fully ablaze now, fire already licking at their upper rigging and masts. Cries of anger and panic came thinly over the water.

				Whump. Whump. Whump.

				Almost in unison, explosions flared against the hulls of the next three ships in the line.

				‘Sabotage!’ Captain Vincente cried.

				The realisation had struck Dow, too. What he was witnessing was an attack, one of cunning and stealth. Fiery devices of some kind had been attached to the hulls of the ships, and now those devices were igniting one by one, perhaps in the order they’d been laid, starting from the far end of the fleet.

				But did that mean—?

				Dow leant over the rail and stared wildly down at the water. Only a short time earlier he had done the same thing and seen nothing, but it had been darker then. Now the water flickered orange from the burning ships, and the whole side of the Chloe was lit up plain. And yes – there!

				It was the size of a whisky barrel, and shiny black, its outer layer seemingly one of wet leather. It sat right at the waterline, held on the surface by floats, but also fixed to the hull by metal spikes attached to ropes. Never, it felt to Dow, had he seen such a sinister-looking object.

				‘Captain Vincente!’ he yelled over the tumult. Miraculously, the captain heard him, turned his way. ‘Here!’ Dow cried, pointing to the water.

				For an instant the captain stared at Dow in bafflement – as if wondering what a prisoner was doing at large upon the deck – but then he was dashing for the stairs, and calling out commands. Men rushed to the railing. By the time Vincente reached the spot, two sailors had already slung themselves over the side, ropes around their waists and knives in their hands. Other men hurried to lower them to within arm’s reach of the object.

				Whump. Whump.

				Two more explosions battered the night air, and the harbour waters flashed again with fire. Dow spared a glance to the fleet – two more ships were aflame. He knew that he should run from the rail for safety’s sake, that the device below might detonate at any instant. But he couldn’t move.

				‘Cut it!’ cried the captain. ‘Cut the lines and the floats!’

				The men below needed no urging. Their knives flashed, first slicing through the ropes that held the thing to the hull, and then cutting at the bindings that fastened the floats to the barrel. Loose, the object rolled heavily in the water, and one of the sailors, with a possession Dow could scarce believe, gave it a shove with his foot, pushing it away from the ship. A moment later it was gone, slipping beneath the surface and leaving only oily ripples in its wake. 

				‘Heave away now,’ Vincente called. ‘Get those men up!’

				The gangs heaved, and the two sailors swore as their feet struggled for purchase against the slippery lower hull. But Dow was oblivious to them, for a fire had bloomed below the water. Not an explosion, rather a pinpoint of flame. It was the barrel; some kind of fuse had ignited on it and was burning brightly now, even underwater. Dow could see the device tumbling end over end as it sank, a stream of bubbles rising from the flame. He could even see the rocky harbour bed, only a few fathoms down. The barrel was about to—

				WHUMP.

				The water turned silver-white before his eyes, and then seemed to bulge hugely upwards, before exploding in a gout of scalding spray. 

				Dow reeled backwards, felt the ship lift beneath him. Had the device been too close? Had the hull been ruptured? Had the men hanging on the side been lost? The spray cleared and the ship settled. Dow returned to the rail. The two sailors, drenched but alive, were being hauled aboard by their fellows. The waters below still churned and frothed, but the Chloe, it seemed, remained in one piece. In the rigging above, sails billowed as the preparations for launch resumed.

				A vice-like hand gripped Dow’s shoulder, spun him about. It was Vincente, his face dripping wet, his eyes murderous. ‘Is this your doing, New Islander? Are your countrymen attacking us for your sake?’

				‘What?’ Dow stuttered. ‘No . . .’ It hadn’t even occurred to him. New Islanders setting the explosions? It was ridiculous.

				‘What were you doing here then?’

				Dow rushed to explain. ‘I woke up, that was all. I thought I heard something. I saw that thing in the water. I yelled to warn you.’ But he wondered – why had he yelled? What if this was a New Island attack?

				Vincente was glaring at him in frustration. ‘Aye,’ he conceded at last, ‘you did at that.’ But his hand was still clutched hard on Dow’s shoulder. ‘Even so, from now on, you stay in my sight. Marines!’

				He dragged Dow behind as he climbed back to the high deck. An island of calm awaited them there, after the mayhem below; just half a dozen officers standing by, and two steersmen ready at the wheel. Two somewhat dishevelled marines had also come, in answer to Vincente’s call. The captain shoved Dow towards them with a brusque order – ‘Watch him!’ – then strode off.

				The marines hauled Dow back a few yards, out of everyone’s way, but then let him loose. Rubbing at his bruised shoulder, Dow drifted to the rear railing, for from there, high on the Chloe’s stern, he had an uninterrupted view of the fleet stretched out behind. He gazed in dread and wonder. Eight ships were ablaze now, the combined roar of the fires very loud, shot through with human cries and with the boom of collapsing masts and spars. Smoke raced overhead, carried by a strengthening wind that blew directly from the north, driving the flames from those vessels already burning towards those not yet alight. 

				It was a terrible sight, and Dow could not see how any of the remaining fleet, the Chloe included, could hope to survive long. Townsfolk had rushed onto the wharf with buckets and blankets to help fight the flames, but the fires roared unquenched. Then, once more, Dow caught himself – was it a terrible sight? Shouldn’t he be glad that the Ship Kings vessels were being destroyed? If his fellow New Islanders were indeed behind this assault, shouldn’t he be rejoicing? And yet he couldn’t seem to force any such emotion. And anyway, why would the townsfolk be fighting the fire, if they had caused it in the first place? Nothing made sense.

				Masts were moving against the backdrop of the inferno. A ship was in motion, angling out from the wharf. Yes, Dow could see it more clearly now through the smoke. It was the second of the frigates, the Severe. Its sails were set and full in the hot wind, even as flames licked at its stern.

				‘Cast off all!’ came a cry behind him.

				Dow turned to see that the Chloe too was ready. Men were everywhere in the rigging and the battleship’s vast array of sails were now unfurled, great sheets that filled and flared orange in the bonfire light. The Chloe shifted a little, seemed to drift, and then slid more purposefully away from the dock. 

				Dow looked back. Most of the other surviving vessels were getting underway too – the same wind that had threatened the fleet was now the salvation of it; six ships, it seemed, would escape destruction. But the other eight were barely recognisable, their shapes lost in a massed conflagration, the heat terrific even across the water. And the wharf too was now ablaze. Townspeople were still labouring with their buckets, but most were being driven back. A grim realisation grew in Dow. The warehouses would be next to catch alight. And then beyond them, inevitably, the shops and houses of Stone Port itself.

				The Chloe was well out from the dock now. The first officer, Commander Fidel, was standing by the wheel, shouting orders as he sought to avoid collision in the harbour, for aside from the giant Ship Kings vessels, dozens of smaller craft had also launched out from their berths – fishing boats, barges, anything that could be saved. Dow wondered fleetingly about the Maelstrom. It was a small matter amid so much ruin, still he hated to think of it lost. But fire now hid the fishing wharf, and if the boat remained there, he couldn’t tell.

				Captain Vincente was at the rail, leaning out to study the chaos. ‘Commander!’ he called. ‘Make for the sea gate!’

				Fidel glanced across in concern. ‘Sir – we’re under sail and the way is narrow. Perhaps if we lowered the boats to tow us through.’

				‘There’s no time, Commander. We must clear the harbour. The danger of fire has not passed. Burning debris may yet spread across the water, or flying embers catch in our sails. Not only that – if the saboteurs remain nearby, we are too easy a target in these enclosed spaces.’

				Fidel nodded and turned to shout new orders. The crew, in their true element now, and recovered from their initial surprise, responded swiftly and surely, each man knowing exactly where to go and what to do there – and Dow, despite everything else that was happening, could not help but admire their skill.

				In scant moments the battleship came about, smaller craft scattering before it, and now the sea gate was dead ahead. Dow remembered watching the Chloe come through that same gate upon its arrival, and thinking how tight the fit had appeared. It appeared even tighter now, viewed from the high deck. 

				The ship rushed forward. Dow took a last glance back to Stone Port. The entire waterfront was a wall of flame, and the warehouses beyond were also well alight. Crowds choked the streets of the town as people fled uphill from the blaze. An enormous column of smoke was streaming south on the wind, engulfing the fortress and even the governor’s high keep as it went. 

				‘Steady now!’ cried Commander Fidel.

				Dow swung his gaze back just in time to see the Chloe’s bow cleave a path directly between the two great gateposts. Unstoppable in all its weight and speed, the battleship filled the gap entire. The gateposts slid by, only slightly taller than the high deck, and with so little space to spare that Dow – at the left railing now – could have slapped a hand against one by merely leaning out. 

				Then they were through.

				Open water met them, the heat and noise that had been pressing at their backs suddenly replaced by the cool darkness of the channel.

				‘Bring us left, Commander,’ ordered the captain calmly. ‘We’ll heave to in the Claw and wait for the fire to burn out.’

				‘Aye, sir!’

				The Chloe came slowly left to tack northwards into the bay. A strange quiet settled across the ship; a silence, Dow felt, that came partly from sheer shock. These were the mighty Ship Kings, lords of the world – yet they had been forced to flee in disorder from the ruin of their fleet. Such an affront could hardly be something that anyone on board had experienced before.

				Only, who were the attackers? Who had dared such an outrage? And if they were truly New Islanders, Dow wondered, why had they not cared about the fate of Stone Port, doomed now to burn along with the ships?

				The Chloe only sailed on in the darkness.

				A figure loomed before Dow. It was Vincente. ‘You’re dismissed,’ he said to the marines. ‘The boy can’t go anywhere now.’

				The marines saluted and vanished away forward.

				The captain was a mere shadow, but he seemed to study Dow a moment. Then he pointed north across the bow. ‘Look, Dow Amber.’

				Dow looked, staring into the black gulf that was the Claw. Far, far off to the north he discerned the same red glow in the sky he’d seen before, only fiercer now. It was reflected against an elongated cloud that hung low over the bay. But no, it wasn’t a cloud. It was smoke – a great pall of smoke lit from beneath by the burning of something vast that lay hidden below the horizon.

				Vincente’s voice came hollow in the night. ‘Yonder lies Lonsmouth. If I am not mistaken, the city is aflame.’

				Dow was bewildered. Lonsmouth too?

				‘And it has been aflame for some time, by the look,’ the captain added. ‘The fires must have been lit earlier there than they were here.’

				Dow gazed about wordlessly, from the glow in the north back to the sea wall of Stone Port, beyond which the flames licked ever higher, the roar of destruction muted now by distance but no less terrible. So this was not one attack but two, struck on the same night, even fifty miles apart across the bay. 

				‘Tell me, Dow Amber,’ asked Vincente, his face a pale blur as he stared out, ‘what is happening here this night? I thought at first that it must be your own New Island folk who laid the mines against our ships. But now I am in doubt. Would any New Islander risk the complete ruin of Stone Port, your finest harbour, to destroy but one of our many fleets? And even if they did, why burn Lonsmouth at the same time? Your capital and greatest city. Does that seem likely to you?’

				Dow shook his head in silence.

				‘Nor to me. And yet if the sabotage was not committed by New Islanders, from where else could it have come?’

				Dow had no idea. He was watching the glow in the north again, remembering Lonsmouth, and all the great docks and tall buildings he had seen along the river as his barge had passed through. So many houses and so many tens of thousands of people, so densely packed together. Now all in flames.

				‘There will be great suffering because of this,’ said Vincente. ‘Apart from the dead, many will be left homeless, and without clothing or food. With winter coming, starvation and disease must surely follow.’

				The true awfulness of it sank home to Dow. He thought suddenly of his family, and felt an acute relief that they were far away and out of any danger in their little village. But other families weren’t.

				‘This is an act of war, upon your people and mine alike,’ intoned the captain. ‘But who is the aggressor?’

				There came an abrupt whoosh and roar from Stone Port. A huge belch of flame rose from the town, and rising with it were chunks of burning debris. One piece, the size of a cannon ball perhaps, came flying over the sea wall to plunge sizzling into the bay, not fifty yards from the Chloe. 

				‘Commander!’ Vincente called. ‘I want at least another mile between us and the port before dropping anchor.’

				‘Aye, sir!’

				Orders were shouted, and the ship tacked back into the wind. 

				‘No doubt that was one of the magazines on the Conquest going up,’ Vincente observed to Dow. In the red glow his smile looked savage. ‘A magazine is a special room in which a ship’s gunpowder is stored. The room is proofed against flame, but it cannot withstand a prolonged blaze. I’m afraid that anyone still fighting the fires nearby will have perished in the blast.’

				Dow stared in ever mounting horror at the obliteration of Stone Port. It was the obliteration, in fact, of everything. For how could anything be the same after this?

				Another whoosh and roar went up. A second fireball, even greater than the first, lifted above the rooftops. Dow shrank back from its heat and glare. The bay all around was lit, the entire channel from Head to Head, the waters glittering silver and fiery orange.

				And outlined against the glitter, Dow saw—

				‘Captain!’ he cried, pointing. ‘There!’

				The glare was already dying, the expanse of the Rip fading again to darkness. But there was time enough for Vincente to look, and to see.

				It was a craft upon the water, caught in the middle of the channel by the sudden light, less than a quarter of a mile from the Chloe. But it was a craft unlike any Dow had ever seen. It was low set, and black, and would have been invisible in the darkness, had not the explosion banished the night. It was much smaller than the Chloe, but larger than any New Island craft Dow knew of – a long, slim, sharp-bowed vessel. It bore no sails nor even a mast, but there was a wheel amidships and a rail about its deck – and crowded at that rail were perhaps a dozen men. They were dressed in clothes as black as their boat, but their faces were naked and white in the dying glow, staring across the water to the battleship.

				They were ordinary faces no doubt, belonging to men as mortal as any other, but these were the hidden attackers revealed, the secret saboteurs by chance unmasked, and to Dow the sight of them was utterly alien. What struck him most however was the motion of the strange craft. It was heading ocean-ward through the Rip and moving fast, cutting cleanly across the water and leaving a frothing wake behind – but not only had it no sails, it bore no oars either. Impossibly, the boat seemed to be propelled by nothing at all.

				Then darkness fell again, and the thing was gone.

				‘Commander, come about!’ roared Vincente. ‘Hard now, and make for the Rip! The enemy is there! Battle stations!’

				He dashed off, leaving Dow alone at the rail, peering vainly into the blackness. Moments later the Chloe heeled and came sweeping around until its bow was pointed south and the wind was blowing from dead astern. The sails filled and the ship leapt forward, the crew working with a feverish new intensity; from below came a tremendous thump and rumble that could only be the guns running out. Dow stood forgotten amid it all, not knowing whether he was excited, or appalled, or both, as the Chloe threw off its lesser guise and revealed its truer self; a weapon, a bringer of death, a tool for the swift execution of the Ship Kings’ vengeance.

				Except, where was the enemy? The Chloe charged headlong into the Rip . . . and found nothing and no one there.

				Back and forth the battleship prowled, a hunter deprived of prey, scouring the Rip and its approaches in an ever widening patrol. An hour passed. Eventually the Severe emerged from Stone Port harbour, and after shouted consultation across the waters, the two ships hunted together. Behind them the town burned without let, and distant Lonsmouth burned too, and the very air began to taste of fire and ash. Still the search went on, until the eastern sky paled with dawn. 

				Dow watched all the while from the high deck, as eager and alert as any of the crew, but at no stage in the darkness did he or anyone else spy that strange, low shape again. Vincente and his officers grew ever more grim and silent as the hunt passed unrewarded. And when daylight came, dreary with old smoke, and as the fires at last died in Stone Port, the full reach of the ocean was finally revealed. It was calm and clear to the horizon, and innocent of any craft. 
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				Captain Vincente, I protest!’

				‘Protest all you like, Chancellor, it will change nothing. Dow Amber will be aboard the Chloe when we sail.’

				It was mid-morning on the second day since the fire, and the Chloe lay at anchor in deep water at the inner mouth of the channel, a mile from the Stone Port gate. The ship would not be there much longer – it waited now only for the proper wind and tide before it departed for the open sea. 

				'Upon the high deck a council was underway. Tables had been set up as three sides of a square; at the central table sat the senior officers of the Chloe, and to their right were seated the senior officers of the frigate Severe. The third table was occupied by a delegation of Ship King’s dignitaries from Stone Port, sent by Governor Balba and led by his chancellor – an individual Dow remembered well, recognising the man by his oily manner as much as by the tall staff he carried. 

				Dow himself, the subject of the current debate, stood a few steps behind the Chloe’s officers, flanked by two marines.

				‘Captain,’ insisted the chancellor, ‘this prisoner was placed under arrest two nights ago by order of His Grace himself. Due to the boy’s injuries we allowed your doctor to keep him in custody for that one night – but plainly he has recovered now, and you have no authority to withhold him.’

				‘You are mistaken,’ said Vincente, seated at the centre of his table, his manner entirely confident and relaxed. ‘In New Island matters I have no authority, but the question of this boy is no longer a New Island matter. This is now a naval affair; indeed, a matter of war. And in that regard, as a fleet commander answerable only to the Lords of the Fleet, I outrank any governor.’

				The chancellor pursed his lips, insulted. ‘It is against our every law to take a New Islander to sea.’

				‘Who knows it better than I? But so exceptional are the circumstances I will risk the breaking of the law.’

				‘Circumstances? What circumstances?’

				Vincente was scornful. ‘You noticed the attack of two nights past, did you not? You noticed the destruction of Stone Port and Lonsmouth? In fact, I would have thought that the governor had more pressing concerns right now, than the arrest of a single boy. But in any case, in light of the momentous events that have taken place here, it’s vital that I return home to sound a warning of this new danger. Dow Amber will assist me in the delivery of that warning.’

				‘Assist you? He’s a New Islander! Indeed, we suspect he is in league with the very rebels who conceived the attack, which is precisely why Governor Balba demands you surrender him to me immediately.’

				‘I have already told you, have I not, that the attack was no deed of the New Islanders. They themselves are its primary victims. The assault came from elsewhere. A strange craft was sighted that hails not from these waters.’

				The chancellor sniffed haughtily. ‘A strange craft, you say, that somehow moved without the aid of sail or oar. And seen by no one else.’

				‘Seen by myself, Chancellor, and by this boy. We two alone. And it is for that reason that I will take him before the Lords when we reach home waters, so that he can confirm a sighting so unusual.’ And here the captain’s voice went dangerously soft. ‘Or do you doubt what I saw, Chancellor? Do you accuse me of deception, or delusion, here on the deck of my own ship?’

				The chancellor glanced about then, at the frowning officers, at the sailors at work in the rigging, and at the marines standing guard – as if realising for the first time just how outnumbered his small party was.

				He inclined his head stiffly. ‘As you wish, Captain. I see I cannot prevent you. But be it on your own head.’

				Vincente bowed in return. ‘As is it ever.’

				And Dow, standing by, felt such a conflicting surge of emotions he was at a loss to decide how he should react. It was really going to happen. He’d known of the captain’s intentions – Vincente had forewarned him the day before – but Dow had scarcely believed it would be possible, that the governor could truly be overruled. And yet now the debate was done, and Vincente had prevailed. When the Chloe set sail, Dow would be aboard. He was going to sea. To sea.

				It should have been the greatest news of his life.

				However . . .

				He looked beyond the high deck, southwards to the Rip. A stream of boats and barges were making their way back and forth across the channel. The craft were ferrying refugees from Stone Port, and had been doing so since the previous morning. Most of the town’s population had survived the fire, but in the town itself barely a house was left standing. Thousands were homeless, and for now there was nowhere they could go – except to Stromner.

				Dow had never developed any fondness for the fishing village, but even so he was dismayed by the thought of what would happen to it now. Stromner could not hope to accommodate so many refugees. It would be overrun, turned into a crowded camp, muddy and squalid and full of misery, and through which would soon stalk hunger and disease – followed no doubt by anger and bloodshed. The villagers themselves would be helpless. Even Boiler. And how strange it was that Mother Gale had been proven right yet again. She had warned that the danger had not passed for Stromner, and certainly the danger had not.

				And what was Dow doing to help? Nothing. Vincente had forbidden him from leaving the Chloe, and he’d accepted that restriction all too readily. He hadn’t even tried to argue. And now he would simply be sailing away. In the time of New Island’s direst need, Dow was going to abandon his homeland to its suffering, and make off with the Ship Kings, New Island’s very enemies. It wasn’t right, he knew. And it was no use telling himself that he had no choice, that he was doing so only as ordered – because he also knew how desperately he wanted to go. 

				Dow looked away from the Rip at last, and from the refugees. He felt too ashamed to watch any longer. And yet neither, he knew, would he speak up and demand, however vainly, to be left behind.

				In any case, the council had moved on to other matters. The captain of the Severe was now embarked on a long report, having only just returned from a voyage across the Claw to Lonsmouth. There he had found enormous destruction and death, with nigh on four fifths of the city reduced to ash. In his judgement, there was little doubt that the fire was the result of sabotage in the same manner as at Stone Port. Admittedly, no one at Lonsmouth had sighted the saboteurs or their deadly devices; nevertheless, at near to midnight – three hours before the Stone Port attack had begun – multiple blazes had flared up along the docks on both banks of the river, and spread to the streets. Mines were the only explanation.

				Unable to aid the homeless thousands in any way, the Severe had rescued the Ship Kings residents of the city – no more than three hundred folk – and ferried them to Stone Port to join their fellows. For although the town of Stone Port had been destroyed, the Stone Port fortress had survived unharmed, and with it all the houses and halls and gardens of the governor and his court.

				‘Very well,’ said Vincente, addressing the whole assembly upon the report’s conclusion. ‘Let it be thus. The Chloe will sail within hours and make all haste for home, and we will sail alone. Severe will remain here to maintain order and to protect our folk at Stone Port. The four surviving merchantmen will stay behind also. Chancellor, the goods those ships carry will have to keep you and your people supplied until relief arrives. Go carefully. Even with fair winds, that relief will be several months in coming. Is that understood, everyone?’

				The captain of the Severe nodded firmly, and the chancellor inclined his head in regal acquiescence. But no one, Dow noted with another pang of guilt, not even Vincente, made any suggestion of sharing the supplies on the merchantmen with the hungry crowds at Stromner and Lonsmouth, or of opening up the Ship Kings’ fortress to accommodate any of the refugees.

				And yet still Dow was thankful that Vincente was going to take him along when the Chloe set sail.

				With that, the council broke up. The chancellor and his attendants swept off to their boats that lay tied up at the Chloe’s side, giving Dow dark glares as they went. The officers from the Severe lingered somewhat longer, and in friendlier fashion, talking with the Chloe’s officers, but then made for their own boats in turn. And all the while Dow and his two guards stood by, awaiting dismissal. Everyone ignored them – until Lieutenant Diego appeared. Dow had not seen him at the council, for the junior officers had not been invited, but now he strolled by, and then paused ostentatiously to peer at Dow’s forehead, no longer bandaged, but which displayed an ugly cut held together by black stitches.

				‘It heals well, I see,’ said Diego airily. ‘I’m glad. But I must say it sounds rather clumsy of you, to trip over and hit your head – and while we were still tied up at the dock! It doesn’t say much for your sea legs, New Islander. How will you fare in a true ocean swell, I wonder?’

				Dow only stared back levelly, remembering the way the crystal goblet had come spinning towards him.

				Diego smiled. ‘We’ll know soon enough, won’t we, now that the captain has seen fit to defy all sense and tradition. I suppose I should welcome you aboard.’ But instead the lieutenant only leant closer, his voice low, dropping even the pretence of civility. ‘You don’t fool me, New Islander. Phantom boats, indeed – I know it was your own people who were behind this attack, and that you were in league with them. And the truth will come out, if I have anything to do with it.’

				Again Dow did not speak, but the accusation seemed an ominous foretaste of trouble. First the chancellor had doubted the existence of the strange boat, now one of Vincente’s own officers was doing the same.

				Diego stepped back. ‘And don’t expect any pleasure cruise, New Islander. I doubt you’ll be allowed to stay in such luxurious quarters as the sick bay for much longer. Nor will the marines want to waste their time standing watch over you all voyage.’ He glanced to the guards on either side of Dow. ‘Am I right, men? The brig is the place to keep this one, is it not?’

				The marines gave dutiful laughs, and at that Dow almost did break his silence; he hadn’t considered such a possibility, but suddenly it seemed only too plausible. And it would be the cruellest of all jokes for fortune to play on him – to be permitted to sail at last, but to sail locked away in a lightless cell.

				‘That will do, Lieutenant.’

				Diego started, for Vincente had come up quietly from behind. But he quickly recovered, and even smirked faintly as he bowed. ‘Aye, sir.’

				‘You’re dismissed, Lieutenant.’

				‘Aye, sir.’ And with a salute, Diego was gone.

				Vincente appraised Dow a moment. ‘A word, if I may,’ he said, drawing Dow away from the marines and over to the rail. ‘For one, you need not fear that I’ll confine you to the brig. Indeed, once we’re safely at sea I’ll dispense with your guard altogether, and you’ll have free run of the ship, within reason.’

				Dow’s relief clashed with all his other confused emotions; he could not decide how he felt about the captain. He forced himself to remember that Vincente was a Ship King, and was taking Dow aboard his vessel not out of any kindness or friendship, but out of necessity.

				They stood at the rail, each in silence for a moment, staring north across the Claw. A haze hung in the sky; it marked the smouldering ruins of Lonsmouth. But with his mind’s eye Dow gazed further – he looked beyond the city to the wide lowland plains, and then beyond again, following the Long River for all its twisting length to a blue shadow that was the highlands, far, far away. He saw Yellow Bank in its deep valley, and his family’s little cottage. He saw his mother and father, and his brother and sisters too, gathered by the fire. In the chaos of this upturned world, he could think of no way to get a message to them that he was leaving New Island, and that he did not know when he would return.

				‘You are strangely fated, Dow Amber,’ said Vincente at last, his eyes seeming to look as far afield as Dow’s. ‘Against all custom and law, both ours and your own, the moment is now come; you are about to embark upon the Great Ocean, the first of your kind to do so in generations. You have wished deeply for this, I think. And no doubt there are great wonders to be seen out there. Monstrous creatures and deadly storms. Realms of ice and cold, realms of heat and torpor. Realms where pale dead things walk on the surface to haunt the living, and realms where the very water itself behaves in ways near impossible to explain.’

				And Dow’s sight leapt beyond his home now, and went reaching to the headland, where he had first spied the ocean, and then went swooping out across the waves, and on to a storm wracked horizon . . .

				‘But beware, Dow Amber,’ said the captain, so sombrely that Dow looked at him, all visions forgotten. ‘Beware of the sea. You have longed to voyage upon it, but I tell you the sea is not a thing for longing. We Ship Kings know this. It is not a thing to love or hate, nor to take as a friend. It is not a thing with which a man should presume to form any bond at all, no matter how well he thinks he understands it. The sea is a fool. It is witless and unthinking in its power, wayward in its kindness and cruelty, and beyond all appeal. Do not mistake that.’ 

				Dow made no response, but a disturbing memory came to him, of the maelstrom, and of the mindlessness of its strength, to pluck one man down helpless to his death, and yet to set the other free . . .

				Vincente turned, his grave gaze becoming sardonic as he glanced about at his ship. ‘However, it is perhaps the affairs of men that will endanger you more in the near future. Lieutenant Diego won’t be the only one who dis- approves of your presence on board the Chloe. There will be others – and many more in my homeland. There are wiles and plots of politics of which you know nothing as yet. You set sail into these waters blindly, Dow Amber, and it is I who have launched you there.’ He sighed, then straightened briskly. ‘But enough. It is decided, and there’s no going back. Already the tide is turning.’ He made to go, then paused. ‘You may remain up here as we get underway. It seems only fair, considering what lies ahead, that you’re allowed to bid a proper farewell to your home.’

				And so Dow remained on the high deck as the wind stiffened from the west and the Chloe readied itself to put to sea. He made no effort yet to understand the many commands shouted by the officers, or to decipher the meaning of the whistles blown and the bells rung, or to grasp the purpose of the manifold and mystifying tasks carried out by the hundreds of sailors on the deck or in the rigging. There would be time enough for all that in the weeks to come.

				Instead he stared over to the beach of Stromner, his home of the last four months, watching the boats delivering their sad cargo of refugees onto the sand. Or he stared north across the Claw towards his truer home, hundreds of miles away, thinking again of his family, and of the fate that had brought him so far from them. His strange fate, as the captain had called it. 

				But what was fate? So many had spoken of it to Dow in this last year, but he felt no closer to knowing. His mother had feared fate. Nathaniel had defied it – to his doom. Boiler doubted it, and yet bent to its commands. Mother Gale seemed to commune with it and give it voice. Even the Ship Kings, it appeared, paid it heed. But Dow himself had always struggled with the notion.

				 After all, it was his own life that he was living, was it not? A life where his own desires and choices mattered, no matter whose blood might flow in his veins? Only as the maelstrom had loomed and he’d set off in pursuit of Nathaniel had he allowed himself to believe that perhaps he was ruled by fate – and look what had happened. Fate had tricked him and Nathaniel had died. 

				And yet, had Dow not gone to the whirlpool, he would not now be where he had always wanted to be: standing upon the deck of a true ship at last. 

				It was imponderable.

				‘Weigh anchor!’ came the cry.

				A rumbling rose from below, and then the clanking of the anchor chain as it was winched in. Sails set, the Chloe moved in full state towards the Rip. On the left, the beach and dunes of Stromner disappeared from view behind the bulk of East Head. On the right, the ashen ruin of Stone Port fell away. Ahead, the ocean opened out before Dow in all its restless eternity. 

				Farewell, he thought. But it had no meaning.

				And anyway they were not yet done with New Island. Clear of the Heads, the Chloe turned left to run with the north-east current as it flowed along the outer shore of the Claw’s eastern arm. For a long while they sailed within a mile or two of the coast, and Dow stood at the landward rail, watching the dunes slip by. It was a clear day, the wind fair in the battleship’s sails, and the ocean bright and blue. But Dow felt bound still by the land, and by the ties of all he had left behind.

				Then, late in the afternoon, the Chloe finally bore away from the peninsula, turning due east to sail into the coming evening. Behind, as the sun began to set over New Island, the land itself sank away. Dow saw it as a long black hump, diminishing steadily, until it had almost vanished along with the sun.

				And that was when the girl came to him.

				Dow was staring over the stern rail, lost in his thoughts, and suddenly she was there at his side, gazing west as he was. He had not glimpsed her since the feast, and then only from a distance; now she was close enough to touch. For a moment, in his surprise, he studied her unabashed. She was dressed again in men’s clothes, topped by an officer’s coat, her hands in its pockets. So absorbed did she seem as she gazed out – her face lit to a glow by the dying sun, her scars merely wisps on her skin – she might have been unaware of Dow’s very presence. 

				But then she spoke, with a nod to the dark sliver of land on the horizon. ‘And there you would have stayed, if I’d had my way.’ She glanced to Dow. ‘My name, New Islander, is Ignella of the Cave.’

				Unnerved, Dow could only answer, ‘Yes.’

				‘And do you know what I am?’

				‘You’re the scapegoat of this ship.’

				‘Aye.’ She smiled coldly. ‘It falls to me to safeguard this vessel from the perils of bad fortune. And it seems to me, Dow Amber, that you are bad fortune indeed. On some ships, my word as scapegoat would’ve been enough to have seen you left behind. But the Chloe is not such a ship, and Captain Vincente is not such a captain. He hears me out, but seldom listens to what I say.’

				Ignella, thought Dow numbly. Not Nell, but Ignella.

				‘Indeed,’ she continued, ‘the truth is the humblest sailor on this vessel has more of the captain’s ear than I, for all that he pretends to consult me. He trusts only fellow mariners, and only men can be mariners, and I am not a man.’ Her pale eyes widened to white, and for an alarming instant Dow was reminded of Mother Gale. ‘And now it seems that even a common New Island boy can win his approval, with no more than a few moments of foolhardy sailing in sight of the shore! How fortunate for you. Of course, in your land also, only men can sail.’

				Dow merely stared, not understanding.

				She faced him full on finally. With a clinical detachment – as one expert in the matter of scars – she reached up and touched the lumped wound on his forehead. Dow felt her fingers tug gently at the stitching, sending a strange spasm of pain and pleasure trilling down the back of his neck.

				‘Lucky fool,’ she said wistfully. ‘If only I’d had something heavier to throw at you, instead of my glass.’ She shrugged, and glanced off westward. ‘Look, New Islander. Your home is gone.’

				And with that she whirled and walked off.

				Dow was left with mouth agape, dumbfounded. She had thrown the goblet? But then the import of her last words struck him even more profoundly. He spun back and gazed to the west. The sliver of land had disappeared. New Island and everything he had ever known had vanished below the horizon. 

				Loneliness pierced him, so raw and empty did that horizon look. But at the same time his chest swelled with an overpowering burst of excitement and relief and sadness, all mixed together and yet somehow not confusing anymore – rather, Dow felt all his doubts and cares finally dissolving into nothing.

				He rounded again to face the bow, and the world seemed to expand to infinity. Behind was the fiery glow of sunset, to either side grey-green waves rolled away beyond sight, and ahead, in the east, was a misty darkness that promised only the unknown. The wind was gusting harder at his back and the Chloe reared into a rising swell, lofting up fine sheets of spray. Officers cried to the men in the rigging, their voices echoing the gulls that circled still about the masts. Dow tasted salt water on his lips, and smelt salt rich upon the air. 

				He took a deep, hungry, starved breath, then let it out. 

				At last, he was away.
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			  Now the white film was rising above the tip of the block, a delicate latticework of new ice, like a frost. Only by fractions of an inch maybe, but undoubtedly the block of ice was growing.

			  ‘Here in the warmth of the cabin,’ said Fidel, ‘the process will not continue long. The piece of ice is itself already melting. But in the far north, where the water is at freezing point, and where the air is even colder, the process can continue indefinitely. Hence, when ice forms at sea, it forms not as a sheet as it would on a freshwater pond. No, because of the nicre, the ice climbs and climbs upon itself. In time, immense spires rise. But watch now . . .’

				In the jar, the scaffolding of new ice was perhaps half an inch tall, and growing thicker. Then suddenly the entire block overbalanced and rolled in the water, and the little tower of frost was plunged beneath the surface. A new face of the block was exposed – and immediately the faint crackling resumed, and a film of fresh ice, white and fragile, began to rise.

				‘Do you see now, Dow, why we call it the Unquiet Ice? The far north is a wilderness of great bergs that grow and grow – to hundreds of feet in height – until they become top heavy and roll in cataclysmic collapses, only to begin growing all over again. And that sound you can barely hear, that crackling? In the ice regions it is a constant thunder and groan. 

				‘But there is worse yet. In the far, far north there is no space left for the bergs even to topple, and so they pile up against each other, and grow to the very limit of the nicre’s reach, forming a great and jagged rampart that rears a mile high and encircles the pole entirely, blocking all further progress north. The Ice Wall. No ship has ever passed beyond it, or beheld the pole. But it is there that we now must search after the lost fleet.’
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