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  PRAISE FOR SHIP KINGS


  ‘An exhilarating read. McGahan lets his adventure build gently and a detailed, evocative coming-of-age story unfolds.’

  The Saturday Age


  ‘This beautifully crafted novel shapes up as a classic seafaring tale. In Dow, we have the makings of a classic hero.’

  The Herald Sun


  ‘McGahan captures the mystery and romance of the sea, and draws us in with his fine portrayal of his restless lead.’

  Australian Bookseller + Publisher


  ‘McGahan’s narrative is gripping and melancholy ... the prose evocative… utterly compelling.’

  Australian Book Review


  ‘McGahan has produced a memorable start to his trilogy, peopled with characters who stay in the mind ...

  One can only hope that it will not be long before the next episode of Dow’s life takes place.’

  Magpies


  ‘Masterful storytelling, elegant prose and a powerful sense of place ... the kind of storytelling that stays with you long after the tale has ended.’
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  A VERY SHORT HISTORY OF THE WORLD


  In the beginning – at least as Ship Kings scholars would tell the tale – there was only one inhabited land in all the world, and that was Great Island.


  It was there, in the days before history began, that the first people arose; the ancestors of the Ship Kings, although they were not then called by that name. Indeed, they were not even sailors – they were an inland folk, roaming the ancient forests of Great Island’s interior. But in time those forests turned to deserts, and the people were forced to the coasts, where they first beheld the Great Ocean. And they stared in wonder, for they had not known that their vast land was ringed all about by even vaster waters.


  A hunger woke in them to explore the sea, and so they built their first flimsy boats, and established their first harbours from which to launch them. These ports became cities, and the cities came to rule over great territories, and thus became kingdoms – the famed eleven kingdoms of antiquity. Yet even as the kingdoms were founded, they were at war with one another, for although the folk of Great Island were one by blood and language, they were proud and fierce too, quick to take offence, and eager for conflict.


  But their deepest passion remained the sea, and even amid all their warring and dissension, their shipbuilding skills increased, their vessels grew larger, and their mariners roamed ever further from their home shores, delighting in the joys of the open ocean and of unfamiliar stars.


  They wondered, too, if there were other lands to be found, but for many years such discovery eluded them; the world seemed empty of anything but water. But finally another land was indeed happened upon, some two months sail to the west; a grey isle set in cold seas. It was only half as large as Great Island, and mountainous and snow-covered in part, but it was fertile even so, and quite uninhabited. A fresh land. A new land.


  And so they called it New Island.


  Inspired by this success seafarers dared to sail further yet, and at length they located two more lands, Whale Island and Red Island, each small in size, but rich in its own special way. These Twin Isles – as they were also known, being set close together – lay amid the warm seas of the south, and were a further two months sail southwest from New Island. In fact, for mariners from the eleven kingdoms, the Twin Isles were fully halfway around the world. And it was in this time – the great Age of Exploration – that ships first circled the world entire and came back to where they had begun.


  The circumnavigators discovered no additional lands, however. Instead they found only increasing dangers – monsters of the deep, and terrible storms, and treacherous reefs. And their paths were hemmed on either hand. Those who ventured north met waters choked with mountains of grinding ice, and those who went south were thwarted by the Barrier Doldrums, ringing the waist of the globe and hiding forever its southern half.


  Ships were lost, and men died, and captains grew wary. The habitable world, it seemed, consisted of the Four Isles alone, and elsewhere lay naught but perilous wastes into which it was foolish to stray. The Ship Kings declared that all discovery was therefore done and that they were masters now of all the sea. But in truth the greater part of the ocean remained dark to them, and ships sailed only the narrow, safe waters between the Four Isles.


  Nevertheless, those waters were busy, for settlement of the new lands carried on apace, with each of the eleven kingdoms establishing colonies on the new islands. The colonies prospered, and wealth flowed back to the homelands. But from that wealth new jealousies arose, and finally the eleven kingdoms fell into a cycle of wars more bitter and long-lasting than ever before – and in doing so lost control of their settlements.


  For the settlers turned their backs upon the old rivalries of the kingdoms, and declared independence. They became, in turn, New Islanders and Whale Islanders and Red Islanders. And as the Ship Kings (as they now began to be called) warred on through the centuries, the three newer Isles developed their own ways and beliefs, so different to those of their forefathers that it became hard to believe they had even been akin.


  But the new Isles had one great weakness; they were not martial peoples. Although they built their own fleets, and were skilled mariners in their fashion, they sailed mainly for fishing or trade, not for warfare – and warfare was an art that the Ship Kings had honed above all others. Thus when the eleven kingdoms of Great Island made peace between themselves at last, and united under the first Sea Lord, they knew themselves to be stronger than their colonies of old. And so the Great War was declared, and won, and lost.


  But even after the war, when Great Island once again ruled over all, the Ship Kings were still slow to resume their voyages of exploration. For they had changed by then as a people, and where once they had sailed for sailing’s own sake, they now sailed only as warriors and overlords, amassing the spoils of their empire. No new era of discovery dawned, and the distant wilds of the ocean remained unvisited, save by rare wanderers who seldom returned, and whose tales were scarcely believed if they did.
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  Into such a time was born Dow Amber, the New Island boy of lowly station who – against all custom and precedent – came to set sail upon the open sea at the invitation of the Ship Kings, taken aboard the battleship Chloe by order of its commander, Captain Vincente of the Shinbone.


  Young Dow had already gained no small fame by then for his riding of the maelstrom, but even greater deeds awaited him. Indeed, upon only his second voyage, Dow – and the scapegoat girl, Ignella of the Cave, with him – would lay bare a mystery of the sea that had baffled even the bravest of the Ship Kings explorers in their Golden Age, and which had defied discovery through the half a thousand years that had passed since.


  It is with that renowned voyage that this volume – the second in the chronicles of Dow Amber – is chiefly concerned. Of Dow’s first voyage there is little to report. It was, after all, a mere two month crossing between New Island and Great Island; and although seafaring is ever hazardous, this was a well traversed route, and rarely a troubled one.


  Nonetheless, one episode from that first voyage has passed into legend, and the tale of it must now be told, for it was afterwards seen by many to be a forewarning of the momentous events that were to follow.


  The incident occurred as the crossing was nearing its end, and the Chloe was drawing close to home waters.


  It was the day the albatross came …
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  1. A SUMMONS TO THE ICE


  Hiss. Bubble. Thump.


  Even after seven weeks it was still a peculiar sound to Dow’s ear – the mutter of the sea against the Chloe’s hull, heard from the dry darkness within, deep below the waterline.


  Partly it was the swish of water running along the ship’s side, muted by the intervening inches of wood and nicre, but partly too it was a strange rattling that didn’t sound like water at all, but more like solid things knocking against the hull. It was to such a knocking that Dow now woke; a phantom fist seemed to be rapping against the planking by his head, a creature in the dark water beyond, hammering urgently to be let in … Dow opened his eyes to the dim light of the lower decks. A foot from his face was the curve of the inner hull; a moment later it was two feet away as his hammock swung on its moorings. He stared at the planking, but the rapping was gone, if it had ever really been there. The only sound now was the whisper of flowing water, and with it the ever present background cacophony that was the Chloe under sail – the creaking of countless timbers and joists, and, more distantly, the clatters and shouts (and snores) of six hundred men going about their work or slumbering through their off watches.


  Six hundred men, that was, and one girl.


  Dow drifted for a moment. Had he been dreaming about her again? It was strange. He saw so little of her, for the Chloe was a huge ship, and they inhabited very different parts of it, and yet he often woke to an awareness of her presence, as if he could sense her through the intervening decks and bulkheads. She would be somewhere above him even now, in the officers’ quarters …


  Then Dow remembered.


  Today was the day.


  Sleep, and thoughts of Nell, vanished. Dow sat up, staring blearily about at the recesses of the smithy. He was alone. Johannes and Nicky were already up and gone, their hammocks stowed away.


  How late was it?


  Slipping from his own hammock, Dow stood barefoot on the fireproof tiles. He found he had to brace himself against the slope of the deck, and studied the hanging chains above the forge, watching them swing slowly as the floor came level again, then tilted the other way.


  His apprehension grew. The Chloe was rolling – rolling severely, in deep, sluggish pitches, first to one side, then to the other. Dow had not, in his brief time at sea, felt anything quite like it. And if the rolling was this bad, so far down in the ship, then topside, in the rigging …


  ‘Breakfast,’ declared a voice.


  The leather curtain in the doorway was thrown back and Johannes, the ship’s blacksmith, came ducking in. He was a fierce looking specimen at first glance, solid as a barrel and with the muscled arms of his trade, always bared to display the vivid tattoos and scars that covered them. But his gentle, open face gave away his true nature, which was an amiable one. Following behind, as always, was Nicky, his apprentice, a silent stolid lad of twelve. Between them they were carrying three mugs of beer and three bowls of porridge, brought back from the galley, several decks above.


  They looked disappointed to discover that Dow was already up. ‘We left you to sleep in,’ accused the blacksmith.


  Dow stared at the food. He had no appetite at all. And what did they mean by not waking him, today of all days? ‘What hour is it?’ he demanded.


  ‘Seven and a half bells gone.’


  Dow blinked in consternation. At eight bells – in only half an hour – he was to report to Commander Fidel, there to be examined for the rank of Able Seaman, Third Class. It was the most basic of any sailor’s qualifications, and for a month Dow had been readying himself for the test.


  Johannes set the porridge down carefully on the workbench as the ship heeled again. He shook his head knowingly at Dow. ‘Relax, lad. Eat something. You’ve got plenty of time yet.’


  But Dow had even less desire for food now. He began hunting about for his clothes, staggering as the ship rolled ponderously back the other way. ‘What’s happening up there? Has the weather turned?’


  ‘No – there’s a swell out of the north, is all. You strike such seas now and then at this time of year.’ Johannes sipped musingly at his beer. ‘Still, I’d not like to be going aloft today, I’ll say that.’


  Dow glanced up worriedly. The blacksmith’s expression was perfectly in earnest – except, that was, for the teasing gleam in his eye.


  ‘See,’ Johannes grinned, ‘this is why we let you sleep late. If you’d been up an hour earlier, it’d just be another hour for you to fret. You’ll be fine. You’re a green hand, true enough, but old Fidel will treat you fairly, and your instincts are good; I’ve seen it.’ The blacksmith’s ready smile became almost puzzled. ‘In fact, they’re better than they have any right to be. If I didn’t know different, I’d say you were born to the sea life by blood.’


  Dow glanced up again at that, for although he’d come to know Johannes and Nicky well in the last seven weeks, he’d told them nothing of how or why he’d left his home in the highlands to seek for a mariner’s life, nor had he dared speak a word of his famous ancestor, Admiral Honous Tombs, scourge of the Ship Kings fleets during the great war.


  But Johannes had a mouthful of porridge now, and only added, ‘Sit. Eat!’ And Dow, relieved, did as he was told.
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  He’d made his home there in the Chloe’s smithy for most of the voyage. For the first few days out from New Island he’d been quartered in the officers’ sick bay, having been installed there when he first came aboard. But on the fourth night at sea, Johannes had introduced himself and invited Dow to sling a hammock alongside him and his apprentice down below – and Dow had accepted. The smithy was less refined accommodation than the sick bay, being a dark and soot-stained dungeon set on the ship’s very lowest deck, but Dow had guessed he would be happier there, and so it had proved.


  For one thing, due to the forge, it was the warmest spot on the Chloe – no small consideration on a late autumn crossing. But it was the company that mattered most to Dow, for of the six hundred men (and one girl) aboard the Chloe, Johannes and Nicky were the only other outsiders. The blacksmith and his apprentice were not Ship Kings. Instead they hailed from Red Island, one of the faraway Twin Isles of the southern seas.


  This had come as some surprise to Dow, for he’d thought he was the sole stranger on board. But Johannes had cheerfully explained that on every Ship Kings vessel the blacksmith was always a Red Islander. No other folk possessed such skill in the working of metals. Indeed, it was a fixed condition of Red Island’s tribute, as a subject land, that they supply as many smiths and apprentices as the Ship Kings fleets required.


  Of course, Johannes and Nicky were foreign in their own way – Dow had never seen tattoos before, for instance – but they were somehow not so foreign as the Ship Kings. And for their part, Johannes and Nicky had adopted Dow as family and made it their business to see that he settled into life aboard the Chloe as quickly as he might. It had been Johannes who’d suggested that instead of merely moping about the ship for two months Dow should apply to Captain Vincente for permission to begin seaman’s training – as unlikely as it had seemed that such permission would be granted.


  And yet it had been granted.
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  His breakfast quickly done – no more than a single spoonful of porridge and a few mouthfuls of beer, despite all Johannes’s entreaties – Dow could sit still no longer. He grabbed his timberman’s jacket from its hook, accepted a last few words of encouragement from the blacksmith, and ducked through the fire curtain to begin the long climb to the main deck.


  Near darkness greeted him in the passage beyond. It might be day topside, but down here it was forever night, broken only by the few dim lamps that hung from the beams, swinging slowly back and forth. The smithy lay towards the stern end of the Second Lower deck, so named because it was the second deck below the waterline. There were no decks lower than that, only the lightless cavern of the ship’s hold, a vast space packed close with the Chloe’s heaviest gear and ballast, and haunted by the eternal groan of wood, the slosh of bilge water, and the squeak and scurry of unseen rats.


  Dow certainly had no business there now. He made his way forward to the main stairway, passing by great wooden bins piled high with sacks of flour and beans and rice, and further along carefully stacked and lashed barrels that contained salted meats and fish – for the Second Lower was a deck used mainly for stowage. He encountered no one else; the only other people who lived this deep down were the carpenter and his apprentices, and their workshop was all the way off in the bow.


  The main stairway was amidships, and climbed as steeply as a ladder. When Dow was only a few steps up, the Chloe tilted especially sharply and he had to clutch at the rail. There was no arguing it, this was by far the worst rolling he’d experienced. It was not that he was worried the ship would tilt enough to capsize – Johannes had seemed quite unconcerned in that regard.


  Yes, but up in the rigging …


  Dow steeled himself and climbed on. He was ascending now through the First Lower deck – home, amid more storage bins, to the general sick bay and the brig (the latter all too familiar from Dow’s disastrous first visit to the ship) as well as the Chloe’s two magazines; great iron-bound rooms behind whose locked doors lay the battleship’s supply of gunpowder. But the deck was still below the waterline, and so mostly dark and uninhabited. It was only as Dow continued up the ladder that he finally left the Chloe’s underworld behind and rose into the sounds and smells of its living heart – the gun decks.


  The lowest of the three was known as the Third Gun, and here Dow was above water level at last. On either hand daylight glinted around the edges of the gunports. Indeed, if a firing drill had been in process and the gunports thrown back then the deck would have been brightly lit, for it was mostly one large open space. But for now the ports were shut, and in the crowded dimness some two hundred and thirty-two men – the ship’s Second Company – were readying themselves to go on watch.


  The Third Gun was their home; they ate there and slept there and idled their spare hours there, all of it next to their guns. There were thirty-six cannon on the deck, eighteen to a side. Tables and benches were set up in the free spaces between them by day, and at night every inch of ceiling bore hammocks. But all of it, hammocks and bedding, tables and benches, could be cleared away in a few moments if battle stations should be called.


  For the present the men were merely finishing up their breakfast. Some were carting bowls and mugs back to the ship’s galley, which was in the stern of this deck; others were stowing away hammocks and scrubbing tables; and others again were crowding to the toilets and washrooms in the bow. Dow had to squeeze his way through the belching, farting, swearing mass to reach the next stairway, and though he moved as unobtrusively as he could, the ships heavy rolling meant he was thrown bodily against this man or that, and so received many ill-tempered stares and elbows jabbed deliberately into his ribs.


  He was not, he knew, liked by these men. They might have been friendly to New Island folk when visiting Stone Port, but Dow had learned that they thought very differently about a New Islander roaming aboard their own vessel. They resented it, no matter who that New Islander was, or what wondrous feats he might have performed in a maelstrom. Sailing was their prerogative – said the jabbing elbows – and no one else’s. As for letting him become an able seaman, Dow could read their thoughts on the matter as easily as if they’d spoken them aloud – what could the captain be thinking?


  A question Dow himself had often asked.


  The truth was, even after all these weeks at sea, he still understood little of what Vincente had planned for him. Yes, he knew that he’d been taken on board because of what he’d witnessed, at the captain’s side, on the night of the Stone Port attack. Vincente needed him to confirm the existence, to the Ship Kings high authorities, of the strange, self-propelled boat.


  But after Dow had done that? What then?


  A gloomy realisation had settled upon him in the early days of the voyage. He was at sea at last – but he wasn’t really sailing. Not yet. For he had no role on the Chloe, no purpose. He was little more than a prisoner – in fact, he was something even worse; he was a passenger. And what was the fate of passengers? They were delivered to a destination, then forgotten. Most probably Vincente intended that once Dow’s usefulness was at an end, he would simply be ferried home again on the next convenient ship.


  This was why Dow had grasped so eagerly at the suggestion to train as an able seaman; it offered hope that he could become something more than useless cargo. Perhaps he might even find a permanent place on the Chloe. The only puzzle was – why had Vincente agreed? If he intended to return Dow to New Island, then why waste time training him? One the other hand, even if Vincente did mean to keep Dow on as a crewmember, how could he? The captain had already defied Ship Kings law by taking a New Islander onboard even as a passenger – surely it was doubly illegal to enlist one?


  But in his interview with Dow – a few curt words on the high deck – Vincente had offered no clues as to his reasoning. He had been severe and distant, and done no more than give brusque assent.


  Dow had not spoken with him since. It was another puzzle, and a saddening one, for he’d thought, back on New Island, that a bond of some sort had been formed between himself and the captain. But then again, if there was one thing he’d learned about life upon a battleship at sea, it was that a captain was a remote and forbidding figure to his crew. He was master over all, and the power of life and death was in his hands, absolute and unquestioned. He had no need to explain himself to his inferiors.


  On Dow climbed, passing now through the Second Gun deck. It housed another thirty-six guns, and another two hundred and thirty-two men – the ship’s First Company – but was currently silent and deserted, for the company was still on watch topside. Then came the First Gun deck, smaller than the two below, carrying only twenty-eight cannon, and home to only the sixty marines who formed the ship’s armed guard. But here the illumination was almost full, for daylight streamed through the upper hatches. Dow ascended the final stairs and emerged at last into the open air of the main deck.


  Even after nearly two months of voyaging it was still thrilling to him. The morning was grey and sunless, and the wind was cold, but none of that mattered. None of his doubts mattered either, at least for a moment. He was at sea. Dow drew a grateful breath of the salt air. Overhead, a full spread of sails stood white against the bleak sky, and all around was the Great Ocean – grey-green beneath the clouds, veined with white foam, and extending off to horizons unblemished at any point by the stain of land.


  No, of this at least he was certain. These brief weeks on the Chloe had only whetted his appetite for the sea. He could not allow himself to be returned to New Island. Another way must be found. And the first step would be to pass Fidel’s test and become an able seaman.


  Ah, but the rolling …


  Dow could see the cause of it now. Long, broad waves were sweeping in procession down from the north, each rounded crest separated from the next by a deep trough.


  The waves lay directly abeam the Chloe’s eastward path, and so the great battleship was swaying as each swell rose and then sank away under its keel. From where Dow stood the ocean itself seemed to rear up hugely on one hand, almost to the level of the deck, before plunging away again and rearing up inexorably on the opposite rail.


  He turned to the Chloe’s mainmast, the tallest of the three, and with a reluctant fascination let his gaze climb slowly to the mast’s very tip, and to the tiny basket of the crow’s nest. A lone figure rode up there, a tousled head and hunched shoulders visible over the basket rim, moving against the clouds as the mast swung back and forth in great arcs.


  Dow swallowed in queasy anticipation, and looked away.


  [image: 9781743432488_0023_001]


  Shortly afterwards, eight bells rang out, and with ordered commotion the watches changed over, the two hundred men of the First Company hurrying below to their breakfast, and the two hundred men of the Second Company swarming onto the main deck to begin their day’s duty. Mates and lieutenants bawled orders as men ascended the shrouds.


  Amid it all, Dow made his way to the stern castle and reported to the marines at the foot of the stairs. From there he was escorted up to Commander Fidel on the high deck. The first officer was busy at the ship’s wheel, instructing the two helmsmen, newly come on duty, of their course; slightly south of east, by the compass.


  By the compass. Only two months ago Dow would have been baffled by such a phrase. He knew better now. Oh, there was still a mystery to the device; exactly why the iron needle always pointed north was something that even Johannes, a blacksmith, could not really explain. But Dow had seen that navigation involved far more than just knowing north; the real secret lay in daily observations of the sun and stars, and in calculations made with pen and paper, and books and charts and hourglasses. According to Johannes it took years of study to master the art; and without such skill no man could become an officer, let alone ever hope to command a ship.


  Dow, of course, could not even read …


  At length Fidel – satisfied with the state of the vessel, and handing command to the lieutenant on watch – turned to Dow. If Captain Vincente was held in awe by the crew, and feared and loved in equal measure, then the first officer was regarded with something closer to fondness. He was quite old, and his thin, thoughtful face always looked sad, rather than stern. But he was much respected all the same, and considered to be very wise, being, as well as a commander, a historian and scholar.


  Indeed, it was Fidel himself who’d been tutoring Dow in basic seamanship over the last weeks. Such a menial chore was far beneath the first officer’s rank and dignity, but for some reason Fidel had assumed the role without complaint. Perhaps it was because Dow’s position on board was so unusual – or perhaps, as Dow himself suspected, it was because no one else on the Chloe, other than Johannes, was willing to help.


  Fidel’s expression now, as he contemplated his student, was sombre but kindly. ‘Good morning, Mr Amber,’ he said, folding his hands behind his back. ‘It would seem we’ve encountered heavy seas.’


  ‘Aye, Excellency,’ Dow responded, standing to attention as best he could with the deck canting so steeply under his feet.


  Fidel glanced out over the waves. ‘And how would you account for it? Such swells, and yet with no great gale behind them?’


  ‘I don’t know, Excellency.’


  ‘No, I don’t expect that you would. The ways and whims of the weather are not something a new hand can learn in a week or two.’ Fidel studied the ocean once again. ‘Take note then. Waves like these mean that somewhere far to the north a mighty storm is raging, a storm so vast that it has cast out a swell that rolls even here, many days sail from the eye of the tempest. So it often is during late autumn and early winter, for the icy realms are terrible then. Be grateful we are seeing no worse than this, and that our course lies eastward. It’s an unlucky ship that it is forced north at this time of year.’


  ‘Aye, Excellency,’ said Dow again, but his stomach dropped as the ship lurched into yet another trough, and from the corner of his eye he saw the crow’s nest describe another arc, high above the deck.


  ‘To the test then,’ said Fidel.


  And so began a half hour of examination. Fidel at first questioned Dow on the particulars of the Chloe itself. What was the length of the ship? (Two hundred and ninety feet.) What was the shallowest water in which it could sail? (Thirty feet.) How many anchors were on board? (Seven, varying in size and shape, the largest twice the height of a man.) And so on.


  Then came questions about the ship’s day-to-day running. What was the rotation of the companies and the watches? (First Watch, First Company, Midnight to Eight Bells; Second Watch, Second Company, Eight Bells to Noon; Third Watch, First Company, Noon to Four Bells; Fourth Watch, Second Company, Four Bells to midnight.) What was the chain of command on board? (The captain, then the first officer, then the two lieutenant-commanders, then the nine lieutenants, then the various mates and masters, and lastly the twelve midshipmen – mere boys mostly, in training to be officers – all set over the six hundred or so men of the common crew.)


  Next came queries about the rigging; Dow had to list with their proper names the full multitude of the Chloe’s different sails, then the lines which controlled them, then the myriad belays and halyards and clews and pins that held them fast. Then he was asked to explain what various commands or whistles meant in regard to the setting or furling or trimming of those sails.


  And on it went.


  For all his nervousness, Dow found he actually had no trouble in answering such questions. Just as he had instinctively grasped the workings of small boats, all those months ago on the calm waters of the Claw, he had quickly grasped the workings of a tall ship too.


  But understanding was not doing, and Dow’s unease only grew as the test progressed. Worse, one by one, various midshipmen and junior lieutenants were emerging from below to loiter about the high deck. They paid Dow no obvious attention, but he was grimly certain that they’d come to observe his examination, especially the final part of it. Last to appear, his long face pinched red by the wind, was Lieutenant Diego, who smirked at his fellows, then leant on the rail with a bored and indifferent air that Dow knew was entirely feigned.


  Soon after, Commander Fidel came to the end of his questioning; he straightened and glanced austerely about at sky and sea once more. ‘Very well, Mr Amber. I’m satisfied as to your theory. But theory is only so much use. Ultimately, a seaman must show practical proficiency.’ He smiled thinly. ‘How high is the mainmast, measuring from the main deck?’


  Dow’s heart sank, for all that he’d known this was coming. ‘Two hundred and seventy feet, Excellency.’


  ‘A long ascent, and a long way to fall. But we can’t have an able seaman who is afraid of heights, can we?’


  ‘No, Excellency.’


  So it had come. This was always the last part of a seaman’s test, to climb to the crow’s nest and stand a full watch there. Dow had not yet climbed so high. Indeed, he’d been expressly forbidden from doing so before now. By long tradition, the test itself had to be the first time.


  ‘Very well then,’ said Fidel sternly, but also with a half smile, ‘report to the crow’s nest immediately, Mr Amber.’


  Dow saluted, then spun and made for the steps leading down to the main deck. Several of the junior officers, Diego in the lead, had already slipped ahead of him. In fact, as Dow descended, he noted a change all about the ship. On the main deck, gangs who had been set scrubbing or painting now left off their chores to sit back and watch; likewise, those at work in the rigging had paused to hang idly from various vantage points.


  The tension in Dow tightened a notch further. He approached the mainmast shrouds, the ladder-like ropes that gave access aloft, running up at a steep angle from fixed points by the rail. And lounging at the same rail, their backs to the sea and their feet braced against the slant of the deck, were Diego and his friends. As Dow came up, Diego smirked once more, muttering something inaudible, and the others broke into laughter.


  Dow said nothing, only set his hands to the shrouds, and began to climb, his lips pressed thin with anger and concentration. He was not totally inexperienced at this, for he’d been allowed to ascend the shrouds to a certain height in his training. And the ropes were strung firmly, so there was no particular difficulty in mounting them – at least in normal conditions.


  But the rolling of the ship changed everything. At one moment the ladder seemed to be almost horizontal, as the Chloe tilted away towards the far railing, and then, when it tilted back, the ladder would go to vertical and beyond. And worse, the rolling made the great mainmast itself flex as it whipped back and forth, and so the shrouds, fixed to the mast, were alternately sagging and then snapping tight under Dow’s hands.


  Even so, before long, he was nearing the top of the lower shrouds, which was as high as he’d ever climbed, a hundred and forty feet up. Already the main deck looked faraway and narrow. But now came his first real test, for to reach the upper mast meant climbing over the musket deck, the small platform which topped the lower mast, and upon which the upper mast stood. It was called the musket deck because at battle stations a party of marines were posted there to snipe at opposing ships.


  The problem was that to reach the platform a climber had to swing out under the overhang and then haul himself over the edge. There were ropes fixed for that very purpose, and Dow had seen it done hundreds of times by the crew, effortlessly – but he’d never done it himself. He looked out to sea; a series of green hills and valleys were in motion beneath the ship. But if he timed it so that the Chloe was upright upon one of the crests … He swung himself out, knowing that the longer he delayed, the harder it would become. But it was more awkward then he’d expected to get an arm beyond the overhang, and in the meantime the Chloe slid from the crest; suddenly there was no deck beneath Dow, there was only a gulf of air and then the water. His feet slipped from the ropes and for instant of terror he dangled there, as laughter came piercing from below.


  But it was only a moment, then the ship was in the trough and rolling back again, and without quite knowing how Dow had his feet secure in the ropes and was manhandling himself over the rim of the musket deck to safety. From below, and from other places in the rigging, he heard more laughter, and also a slow, sarcastic clapping of hands.


  He raised himself to standing, fingers gripped tightly to the upper shrouds, and gazed about while he regained his breath. Walls of canvas rose all around him; mainsails, topsails, royals and gallants, mizzens and jibs – and many other studs and stays besides – all rippling and snapping as the cold breeze ebbed and surged. But the mainmast rose above them all. Dow took a last breath, set his foot to the upper shrouds, and climbed once more.


  The ladder was steeper and narrower now. And as he ascended above the larger sails, more light and air opened about him, so that the nakedness of the fall below was all the more exposed. And now he began to experience the true awfulness of the ship’s rolling. It was no longer a matter of queasy undulations; two hundred feet above the deck, it was a matter of being flung bodily back and forth in long stomach-lifting swoops as the sky and the sea pitched and plummeted and traded places.


  It was one of the most horribly insecure feelings Dow had ever known, but he climbed on, and at last the barrel of the crow’s nest was looming overhead. There was no hole in the bucket’s base, however, so Dow would have to again sling himself out from under to climb in. The overhang was not so severe this time, but he was two hundred and fifty feet in the air now, and the deck was no more than a narrow plank far beneath his feet, surrounded by an ocean ready to swallow him whole.


  Nevertheless, the barrel above offered the only refuge to be found this high, so fear itself drove Dow to close his eyes, swing himself out and then scramble desperately over the crow’s nest lip to fall upon its floor.


  He found himself staring at a pair of bare feet, horned and dirty, one of which was missing several of its toes.


  ‘You look green as fresh kelp, boy,’ said a dry voice.


  Dow stared up to see a weathered face gazing down: the lookout. To Dow’s surprise he was an old man – or at least, older than any other common sailor Dow had encountered upon the ship so far; a shrunken individual with ugly gaps in his teeth, and with long grey hair hanging in a thin fringe from an otherwise balding scalp. Then again, the man was obviously hale enough to climb high aloft, and now, as the sky reeled behind his head, he was propped casually against the rail as if he was lounging against a solid wall.


  ‘And you ain’t done yet, neither. To the very top, that’s your course.’


  Dow made no response, merely rose to his feet. He felt an enormous safety, now that he was enclosed by the barrel – and a savage reluctance at the thought of having to leave that safety. For the test was not merely to climb to the crow’s nest, but to climb to the mast’s very tip.


  He looked up. The last twenty feet speared above him, slender and smooth, and bearing only a single crossbar two thirds of the way to its tip. There were no more shrouds to cling to – the mast was, essentially, just a flagpole now, and he would have to shinny up without supports.


  ‘But hark now,’ his crow’s-nest companion warned. ‘If you’ll be heaving your guts out – as seems likely – then get it done now. Rain your puke down on me from up there, and there’ll be trouble.’


  Dow’s stomach was in turmoil – he might have eaten rotten meat for breakfast, instead of almost nothing at all. If only the Chloe would stop rolling a moment. It didn’t seem possible that the mast could describe such arcs and not rip itself out of the bowels of the ship. But a glance northwards showed him that there was no end in sight to the procession of swells.


  ‘Get on with you,’ the old lookout scorned. ‘You reckon this heavy weather? Nah – when there’s a gale up and the seas are eighty foot high on the beam, then you’ll know what rolling is. This bucket up here gets tossed two hundred feet in a heartbeat, fast enough to suck the breath out of you. You lash yourself to the mast then, or be sent flying.’


  Dow couldn’t listen to any more. He grabbed hold of the mast and began to shinny up, hanging on as tight as his cramped arms and legs would allow. He reminded himself that he’d climbed hundreds of trees, almost this tall, back in his home forests. He reminded himself that he’d braved the very maelstrom, and that this was nothing so dreadful in comparison.


  It didn’t help. He’d thought he was immune to sea sickness, now he knew he wasn’t. He’d thought that heights held no fear for him, but these heights did. He was mortally afraid. It was an act of overpowering will just to force each arm and leg, each finger, to move. And all the while the wind plucked at him, and the gulf below sang its siren song to just let go and fall and fall …


  His hands found the crossbar. He needed now only to stand on that bar, reach up, and touch the metal cap of the mast, and he would be done. But he couldn’t do it. His limbs would obey him no more. He had reached his limit, his eyes squeezed shut, his hands ice, his stomach churning, and nothing in the world would convince him to rise any higher.


  Harsh laughter sounded from the deck far below, lofted up on the wind, and then from much closer, at his feet. ‘I told ’em all it’d come to this,’ was the lookout’s comment. ‘Small boats and whirlpools is all well enough for a green hand, but tall ships are another thing. You’re frozen there, boy, and that’s the end of you. You’ll be lucky to get down alive.’


  Anger flared faintly in Dow, enough for him to un-squeeze his eyes and look down – straight to the spot by the shrouds where Diego and his friends still loitered, all their faces upturned. Dow was sure he could read, despite the distance, the eager expectation of disaster in their smiles. But even their mockery was not enough to unfreeze his limbs.


  Then his heart skipped in a manner that had nothing to do with fear or anger, for now he saw that another figure had joined the group, to stand close by Diego; a slighter shape muffled in an officer’s coat, but bareheaded and with face uplifted. From so far away the razor-fine markings on that face were invisible, but Dow would have recognised Ignella of the Cave from even a mile off – by the tilt of her chin, by the fierce set of her shoulders, and by the way her hands were jammed protectively into her pockets.


  A hot bolt of shame ran through him. He had not thought things could get any worse, but now they had. Not only had Nell come out to witness his humiliation, but she was sharing the moment, shoulder to shoulder, with the one man Dow loathed more than any other on board.
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  Of course, Dow had hated Diego of the Diamond right from their first unfortunate meeting back in Stone Port, when he’d given the lieutenant a black eye, and Diego in turn had tried to have Dow flogged. And seven weeks of sailing together had only strengthened Dow’s opinion that Diego was pompous, conceited and cruel, and not one inch a natural commander.


  So he’d been sorely mystified at first by the exalted position that Diego in fact seemed to occupy aboard the Chloe. He was not the most senior in rank of the lieutenants, and he was clearly disliked by Captain Vincente and by Commander Fidel – not to mention by the crew, with whom he was always offhand and superior. Nevertheless, Diego was undoubtedly the accepted leader among the junior officers and the midshipmen.


  It was Johannes who had explained the situation. Diego, simply, was rich. He hailed from one of the wealthiest and most powerful families in all the eleven kingdoms. For now he was a mere lieutenant, yes, but his ancestry guaranteed that before too long he would be given higher rank, and then one day his own ship to command. The other junior officers, poorer and less important, had no such guarantee; the best that many of them could hope for was that some rich captain would select them as first officers. For the sake of their careers, thus, it was only wise to attach themselves to Diego’s rising star.


  Dow could forgive them that. He didn’t care about the junior officers anyway. But Nell was a different matter. For Johannes had also reported a rumour that had been running about the ship ever since the departure from New Island. A terrible rumour that made Dow’s skin crawl. A rumour that said Diego and Nell were secretly engaged to be wed.


  Wed!


  Johannes himself didn’t believe the tale, as there were many arguments that spoke against it. For one, as a female scapegoat, Ignella’s position on board was sacrosanct – it was considered taboo for her to become involved with any of the crew. More tellingly, to Johannes’s mind, a scapegoat like Nell was hardly a worthy match for someone of Diego’s status. She had no wealth or property of her own; indeed, she was effectively a piece of property herself, belonging to the Chloe. Diego would be expected to find a far more suitable wife among the noble ladies of the high courts of Great Island.


  Even so, Dow had watched carefully for any sign that the rumour might be true. And he had indeed, throughout the voyage, glimpsed Nell and Diego walking together at times upon the high deck. They did nothing so obvious as hold hands or kiss, but they did appear very at ease in each other’s company, talking and laughing with their heads bent close – and any closeness at all was already too intimate for Dow’s liking.


  But why did he care so much?


  He had no answer to that, other than Mother Gale’s long-ago pronouncement. If you’re drawn to her, then it’s meant to be. And he was indeed drawn, with an acuteness that confused him. After all, Nell hated him, that he already knew. She had thrown a crystal goblet at him.


  Yes, but afterwards – as Dow could not forget – she’d touched the wound on his forehead, and called him a lucky fool, and there’d been something wistful in her voice, something that set him alight.


  And yet what of it? How could his fate ever be linked to hers if she was bound in turn to a Ship Kings officer?
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  Now, staring down from his precarious height, a jealous pride woke in Dow. Failure could be born in Diego’s presence, but not in Nell’s. In two convulsive movements he hauled himself onto the crossbeam, then threw up his hand to slap it against the metal fitting on the mast’s peak.


  A violent flush of victory filled him. One arm tight about the mast, he stood upright on the crossbar and looked out. Clear now of every sail and spar, his view was unencumbered on all sides and the ocean seemed vast beyond taking in; Dow hadn’t realised just how limited his view from the deck had been, and how close the horizon had pressed. Up here that horizon leapt back by an extra dozen miles or more, and the great swells dissipated away southwards until they were no more than ripples on the edge of sight. For a moment, even the wild rolling of the ship felt good.


  But as he clung there in his triumph he became aware of cries from below. At first he thought that some among the crew were shouting insults (or perhaps even congratulations) up to him. But no, the tone of the cries was strange. Surprised. Alarmed.


  ‘Behold, New Islander!’ the lookout suddenly called from the crow’s nest. ‘To the north. Look what comes!’


  The old sailor was pointing urgently. Dow followed the finger, and saw nothing at first, other than the grey northern sky. But finally he detected a glint of white, wheeling high against the clouds.


  It was a bird.


  A gull, Dow assumed at the first glimpse. It was some weeks now since any had been seen, but the Chloe was drawing close to land again – Great Island lay less than a week’s sail to the east – so perhaps this was the first gull to mark that approaching landfall?


  But then he saw that it could not be a gull. It was too large. And the colour was wrong. It was not merely white, it seemed almost to be glowing against the backdrop of the sky. And as it wheeled yet closer to the Chloe Dow could see that it was not merely large, it was enormous.


  Below, the lookout’s voice was hushed with wonder. ‘An Ice Albatross. I’ve seen the like but once in all my days.’


  Dow’s exultation was fading, and he was uneasily aware once more of the swoop and drop of the mast as the ship rolled. But the great bird held his attention. It was directly over the ship now, as high above Dow as Dow was above the sea. Its streamlined body was long and sleek, and each wing must have been twice the length of a grown man.


  ‘It’s a thing no landsman will ever spy,’ the lookout said, awed. ‘Such birds are encountered only out upon the deep ocean, and where they nest no one knows, except that it is upon none of the Four Isles. Some say they stay aloft forever. Others say that they make their homes in the northern ice, hence their name, but it’s only a guess, for none has ever witnessed it. They are the greatest of all birds, the rarest of all creatures, and the masters of omen, for good or for ill. Doom will come to any ship that harms one.’


  This last came as a warning, for now the great bird was circling lower. It called out, a high shriek like that of a gull, except longer and louder, and lilting at its end in a manner that spoke of loneliness and endless wandering above the waves. The sound pierced Dow’s heart, a cry that gave voice to his own longing within. And still the albatross lowered.


  ‘Beware, New Islander!’ hissed the old man fearfully. ‘It means to alight at your very side.’


  Dow did not need to be told. The immense creature was hovering only a few yards above him, seeming to circle effortlessly about the masthead, though in fact the bird was riding motionless on the wind, wings stretched wide, and it was the mast rather that dipped and swayed. Eyes like black glass watched Dow from beneath dark feathered brows.


  Abruptly the great wings folded, fearsome talons reached down, and in a deft instant the bird was perched upon the opposite arm of the crossbar, with only the mast standing between it and Dow.


  There was silence now from those below. Dow could feel their shock and disbelief; he shared it. The albatross was an overpowering presence. Upright, it stood as tall as Dow himself, but while he was merely human, made of fragile skin and bone, the bird was a creature of radiant whiteness and sheer strength; wing, sinew and claw. Each feather, he saw, was lined with a thin strip of vivid purple. And its eyes! They were set forward in the albatross’s broad head – hunter’s eyes, like those of a hawk or an eagle – but so much deeper and blacker; as fathomless as the ocean itself.


  They were locked upon him, and Dow in turn could not look away. He felt no threat, only that he was being studied, that he was being weighed by an intelligence cold and ancient and alien.


  The bird straightened and ruffled its mighty wings; its golden beak parted and it cried again, another shriek, searing and sharp and desolate, staring fixedly at Dow all the while. Did the eyes hold a message? A question? Dow could not tell. He felt an overwhelming desire to speak an answer of some kind, but there were no words with which to say it.


  Then it was too late. The bird unfolded its wings a little and dove from the perch. A white statue, it dropped directly down among the rigging, and frightened cries rose about the ship. Only at the last moment did it open its wings fully to soar across the deck far below, sending men scattering out of its way; then it was out over the water, climbing again to higher airs, and wheeling away back to where it had come from, into the north.


  Dow – and all the ship – watched it go in long silence, a brilliantly white shape receding. From time to time it circled back towards the Chloe, and it would cry out again, as if urging the ship to hurry and follow. But the ship held its course, and at last the albatross was no more than a white speck against the northern darkness. Then it was gone.


  Numbly, Dow slid back down the mast to the crow’s nest. The lookout made room for him; indeed, the old man seemed to squeeze himself away from Dow in revulsion. For a few moments they rode there wordlessly as the nest continued its great plunges to and fro above the rolling deck, Dow too overcome by wonder and exhaustion to feel sick anymore.


  ‘An Ice Albatross,’ the lookout marvelled softly at last. ‘Never have I seen, or even heard, of one alighting upon a vessel. And if I – a ship’s poet – have not heard of it, then it has never happened.’


  Dow thought dimly – a ship’s poet?


  The old man was staring at him, and it was not revulsion in his eyes, but reverence. ‘And you, close enough to touch it. I saw the way it looked at you, the way it called to you. What did it say?’


  Dow shook his head. It had said nothing to him.


  But the lookout shook his own head in return. ‘Oh, it said something, even if you don’t yet know what it was.’ And then he bowed briefly. ‘You have been marked by a great omen, New Islander, and it is not for me to scorn or dismiss such a one, poet or no. The sea has spoken.’


  Confused, Dow said, ‘You write poems?’


  ‘Ha!’ The old man’s grin was gapped and ugly. ‘No. I am no composer of pretty verses – for such, I gather, is the meaning of the word to you New Islanders. But on board a ship, poet is the title we give to the oldest hand among the crew, he who has served longest before the mast and upon the seas. He who is the most schooled in lore. Not book-schooled – we leave that for the officers. I mean schooled in the greater things, in the cruel and bitter ways of the sea. Below decks, in the dark of night or dread of storm, it is to the poet, not the officers, that a sailor turns for wisdom. Alfons is my name.’


  A premonition chilled Dow. That this particular man had been on look-out duty today, when such a bird had come, at the very moment he’d clung atop the mast … already Dow could imagine the way the tale of it would be forming in the poet’s mind, to be repeated later that night to eager listeners below decks.


  Dow Amber, the boy who rode the maelstrom, the first New Islander to go to sea in generations, and on the day of his testing the ocean sent great waves, and an Ice Albatross came to him as he bestrode the masthead … But no – it hadn’t been like that. The waves were not so great or unusual, Alfons had said so himself; and Dow had been so terrified he’d almost failed in the climb, and as for the bird – well, the bird had simply rested a moment from its flight, it was sheerest accident that Dow had been there at the same time. The sea had not spoken. The sea was a mindless thing. Unthinking. It had no special interest in a youth called Dow Amber.


  But the look in the poet’s eyes made mockery of Dow’s silent objections. He wondered then what she would make of it, scapegoat as she was, mistress of the Chloe’s fate. But when he stared down to the main deck, Diego and the other lieutenants had vanished, and Nell too was gone.
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  2. THE THOUSAND-GUN SHIP


  The great swells faded slowly over the following three days and the Chloe ceased its awful rolling, but the sky remained grey and a pool of cold air descended from the north, so that sleet fell, and it was bitterly chill on deck. Dow – Able Seaman Amber, Third Class, as he now was – spent most of that time with Johannes and Nicky, down in the smithy’s warmth.


  As a sign of his new status he now wore, on a stout cord about his neck, a small bronze coin, pierced with a hole. It had been presented to him by a smiling Fidel when Dow had finally descended the mainmast. All the seamen on board wore such a coin, except that the coins of Seamen Second Class were made of silver, while Seamen First Class wore gold.


  And yet there was a hollowness to the achievement, for despite his new rank Dow had been given no duties to perform. All Fidel had said, apologetically, was that it would be some time yet before any such assignment could be made. There were matters to resolve – but what those matters were, the first officer would not say. And so, seaman’s coin or not, Dow’s position on the ship was much the same as before: a passenger with no responsibilities and nothing to do. He might never have taken the test at all.


  Except, not everything was the same.


  The ‘accidental’ bumps and elbows from the crew, and the muttered insults, had all ceased. At first, Dow had thought this was because he was now a fellow seaman, but he soon realised the truth; dislike had been replaced by fear, because of the Ice Albatross. Now he was greeted with a silent watchfulness wherever he went, and with a wary clearing of space about him, as if he might be infectious with some dreadful disease.


  The one exception was the poet, Alfons. Despite never having noticed the old man before their meeting in the crow’s nest, Dow now seemed to happen upon him in all sorts of out-of-the-way corners below decks, always huddled in conversation with this group of sailors or that. The discussions would pause guardedly as Dow passed by, but the poet would always give a sly wink, as if to say that he at least was speaking on Dow’s behalf.


  ‘Pay them no mind,’ Johannes advised Dow, tending the fire of his forge, his great tattooed arms glistening with sweat. ‘Ship Kings crews are as superstitious as old women, and worse gossips. They don’t know what to make of the albatross, is all. Most of them have never seen one before, and now they’re madly trying to figure out if it means you’re good luck or bad.’ He glanced at his apprentice. ‘But we Red Islanders don’t go for that sort of nonsense, do we, Nicky boy? You make your own luck in this world!’


  To which Nicky, working the bellows with his usual impassive concentration, only nodded sagely.
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  On the fourth morning after Dow’s test, a call came from the high rigging, quickly passed on by echoing shouts to the lower decks.


  ‘Sail ho!’


  Dow and Johannes climbed to the main deck to see. It was yet another grey morning, and a thin drifting rain – cold, but not frozen into sleet – was falling. Emerging from the light mist, still far off on the eastern horizon, was a ship; to Dow it was only a smudge of sail with a dark sliver of hull barely visible below, but Johannes’s experienced eye saw better.


  ‘A frigate,’ he announced. And shortly afterwards, as the smudge grew more distinct, he added, ‘On patrol from the Home Fleet, by its banner. Such ships never range far afield, so we must be close to landfall indeed.’ He glanced to Dow. ‘Your first voyage is nearly over.’


  Dow felt an apprehensive pang. It seemed too soon. It struck him suddenly how little he knew of what awaited him in the Ship Kings homeland. ‘What port do we make for, do you know?’ he asked.


  ‘Haven Diaz it’s called – capital city of the kingdom of Valignano, and the Chloe’s home harbour. It should lie dead ahead, if we’ve steered true, for Valignano sits on Great Island’s western shore. Lucky for us; it’s a much longer voyage all the way around to the kingdoms of the east.’


  ‘Great Island is truly so vast?’


  ‘Aye, vaster by far than any of our own Isles – a wide land of mountains and plains, rivers and fields, and many cities. And yet much of it is desert and empty, and also, it has few forests.’


  Johannes had work waiting back in the smithy, and so did not linger, but Dow stayed at the rail, watching as the new ship came up. Eventually even his untrained eye could recognise it as a frigate, very like the two he had seen in Stone Port. And although Dow had lived aboard an ocean-going ship for close to eight weeks now, the sight of a ship at sea, seen from afar, was still unusual to him, and strangely stirring – the vessel looked so lonely and small as it approached, plunging through the grey waves.


  But now there was activity on the Chloe’s main deck. Orders were shouted, sails were eased and a boarding ladder was dropped over the rail. The new ship passed by, then came about and bore up on a matching course, only a hundred yards or so off. Dow soon learned, from the chatter among the Chloe’s crew, that it was called the Perilous.


  A boat set out from the new ship, rowed by a crew of six and bearing an officer in the stern. Commander Fidel came down from the high deck to wait by the boarding ladder. The boat slid alongside and its officer climbed up – a tall man with a bent nose. He saluted Fidel and announced himself; ‘Commander Bordino, First Officer of the Perilous, bringing my captain’s compliments and requesting permission to come aboard.’


  ‘Granted,’ answered Fidel, returning the salute. ‘Captain Vincente would be honoured if you would attend him in his cabin.’


  Then both men were smiling and shaking hands, and Dow realised they must be friends of old. Already deep in discussion, Fidel led his fellow first officer away towards the stern castle.


  Both ships made full sail again. Dow remained on deck, despite the rain, wondering what might be happening in the captain’s cabin. Was this a meeting of any importance? Or was it just a matter of politeness that when two ships chanced together at sea, they should pause to exchange greetings? No answer came when Commander Fidel reappeared with Commander Bordino; the two officers merely said their farewells in affable fashion, and then Bordino descended to his boat once more.


  As soon as the visitor was safely away, however, Fidel snapped orders to the helmsmen and the men aloft – and swiftly the Chloe came right from its eastern course to set a new bearing, halfway to the south. So something of note must indeed have transpired during the meeting. But Fidel made no announcements as to what that might be, and meanwhile the Perilous returned to its patrol, so all Dow could do was watch in his ignorance as it faded slowly away again into the mist.


  Then he went below to the smithy.


  ‘We’ve changed heading,’ he informed Johannes.


  The blacksmith was hammering a length of hot iron, but nodded over his shoulder, unsurprised. ‘So I felt. To the south.’


  ‘You said that our course lay dead ahead.’


  ‘No, I said that Haven Diaz lay dead ahead.’


  ‘Then where are we going?’


  Johannes ceased his hammering, inspected the iron rod and, dissatisfied, returned it to the fire. ‘Tell me, Dow – what tales are told on New Island of the Sea Lord, and of the vessel in which he sails?’


  Dow hesitated. ‘It’s said that the Sea Lord lives on a giant ship that never sees land and is always at sea.’ Then, feeling embarrassed, he added. ‘But that’s just the story I was told as a boy.’


  Johannes nodded, and rested for a moment with his back against the workbench. ‘Well then, let me tell you a story of my own – about the election of the very first Sea Lord. Now, as history has it, for hundreds of years the eleven kingdoms of Great Island were eternally at war with each other, but a day finally came when they accepted that they must unite under one ruler, or perish. Everyone was agreed – only, who was to be that one ruler? As you might expect, each of the eleven kings thought it should be himself, or if not himself, then perhaps his son and heir. But obviously the other ten kings would never agree to that. So how was the stalemate to be broken?


  ‘It was decided at last that each king could indeed nominate someone from his royal house, but not his oldest son, nor any member of his line who was already married. In other words, the kingdoms produced a list of eleven young men who had little hope of power in their own lands, and no binding ties. The kings then gradually voted this youth or that youth out of contention, until finally but one remained. This same youth was then made to disown his family by fearsome oaths, and to choose a wife from a kingdom other than his own, and to swear to rule without favour or prejudice over all. And so was chosen the original Sea Lord – Enrique the First.


  ‘But from where was Enrique to rule? Where would be his seat of high power? The Sea Lord must surely have a home. But clearly it could not be in any of the eleven kingdoms; the Sea Lord must stand apart from all others, independent and impartial. It was decreed thus that Enrique would not reside anywhere upon Great Island at all, but rather he would live forever at sea, in a great ship that would be built for him—’


  ‘So it’s true!’ Dow interrupted.


  Johannes smiled. ‘Indeed. You shouldn’t be so quick to dismiss your boyhood tales. The ship was built, and it sails still today, the greatest ship the world has ever known. It was immense even when first launched, they say, but that was a century ago; it has been rebuilt and enlarged by every Sea Lord since, and there have been five Sea Lords in all, descended from father to son, before Ibanez the Third, who currently sits on the throne.


  ‘So now the vessel is vast beyond any reckoning, more an island than a mere ship. And fittingly it is named like no other craft, but rather as a landed realm. It is known only as the Twelfth Kingdom.’


  Dow shifted excitedly. ‘And that’s where we’re going, instead of Haven Diaz? To the Twelfth Kingdom?’


  ‘That’s the word from above. The Perilous brought with it unexpected news, and so the captain has changed his original plans. Instead of port and home, now we sail directly for the Sea Lord.’


  ‘What was the news?’


  Johannes was inspecting the rod in the coals, turning it for better heat. ‘It seems that a session of the Lords of the Fleet has been called and is to commence in but five days time, the first day of winter. It’s better luck than Vincente could have hoped for, given the urgency of our mission, for now he can make his report immediately to the Lords. And you’ll be there with him, no doubt. It’s what he brought you all this way for, after all.’


  Dow blinked uneasily. ‘The Lords of the Fleet?’


  ‘That’s what they call the council of all eleven kings gathered together,’ the blacksmith explained. ‘Three times a year, at the beginning of spring, summer and autumn, they assemble aboard the Twelfth Kingdom to administer their empire. But it’s rare that they call a winter session. There must be some pressing cause for it now – and it can’t be the Stone Port attack, for we ourselves are bringing the first news of that.’


  Dow returned to the less disturbing topic of the Sea Lord’s ship. ‘The Twelfth Kingdom, you’ve seen it yourself?’


  ‘Oh yes,’ confirmed Johannes solemnly, ‘from a distance at least; I’ve not been aboard. But a mighty fortress afloat it is, propelled by a forest of masts. And invulnerable. It’s escorted always by the Home Fleet – the Sea Lord’s own fleet – and thus is guarded all about by many battleships. But should an enemy somehow come close, then the Twelfth Kingdom has its own guns too, and deadly. A full thousand of them, they say.’


  ‘A thousand guns!’


  ‘Well, I’ve not counted them myself.’


  ‘But what enemy is there?’ Dow asked, puzzled, for he didn’t understand why the Ship Kings still possessed so many fleets of warships, when they had won the Great War long ago – let alone why the Sea Lord would need a ship with a thousand guns of its own.


  ‘What enemy is there?’ Johannes laughed. ‘Why, the Sea Lord’s own subjects, of course! The eleven kingdoms may have fought as one in the Great War, but since then they’ve feuded almost constantly. They’ve avoided outright hostilities so far, it’s true, but there’s been many a skirmish; shots fired in anger; men killed. At times, as a point of honour, they even hold duels between battleships, one against the other, to the death.’


  Dow was intrigued – duels between battleships! ‘But the Sea Lord does rule over all, does he not?’


  The blacksmith shrugged. ‘The greater part of the empire’s wealth is his by right, and his Home Fleet is stronger than any single fleet among the kingdoms – so, yes, he rules. But it’s an uneasy balance, for together the fleets of the kingdoms are stronger in turn – as the Sea Lord is often reminded. They are a wilful and hot-headed folk to govern, these Ship Kings.’


  Johannes lifted the rod, red-glowing now, from the coals, and with a great din proceeded to hammer it into the required shape. Dow sat by in thought, until the hammering paused a moment.


  He asked, ‘What fleet does the Chloe belong to?’


  The blacksmith had straightened to stretched his back. ‘The Valignano fleet, naturally. Indeed, the Chloe is the flagship, the pride of the kingdom. And Captain Vincente is Valignano’s most heralded commander, a scion of one of the highest ranking families in the land.’


  Dow frowned. He’d somehow imagined that Vincente came from a plainer background. ‘As high ranking as Diego’s family?’


  Johannes gave a sour laugh. ‘No. But Diego is another matter. He comes not from Valignano, but from Valdez, an altogether richer and more powerful kingdom. You see, although common seamen serve only on the ships of their own kingdoms, junior officers serve their apprenticeships on the ships of other kingdoms. It’s done to foster friendly relations between the fleets. Alas, Diego is proof that the program can fail. He finds it beneath him, I think, to serve on the fleet of a kingdom so humble and poor.’


  That was unexpected too. ‘Valignano is poor?’


  ‘Compared to other kingdoms, yes. But I’ll tell you an interesting thing – long ago, before Enrique the First was created Sea Lord, his home was none other than lowly Valignano. No doubt that’s partly why he was selected. The truly powerful kingdoms, like Valdez or Castille, could not allow each other to gain control of the throne; but Valignano was too weak to be a threat. And weak it remains. Nevertheless, ever since, there has been a closeness between the Sea Lords and the captains of the Valignano fleets, which is a source of envy among the other kingdoms. Vincente himself is a favourite of Ibanez the Third, and has many enemies because of it.’


  Dow puffed out a baffled breath. He had a lot to learn. But then had not Vincente himself warned that the wiles of plots and politics were every bit as treacherous as the wiles of the sea?


  ‘And what,’ he asked, his tone carefully neutral, ‘about the scapegoat girl? Where does she come from?’


  The blacksmith exchanged a knowing glance with his silent apprentice, but said only, ‘That I can’t say. She’s not been on board long – barely a year, after our last scapegoat, old Gabriella, passed peacefully away – but in any case, it’s not done to discuss a scapegoat’s past. Once they are chosen for a ship, they must sever all ties with their family, and their heritage, high or low, is forgotten.’ He shook his head. ‘No doubt Vincente would know something of her history – but he won’t be talking about it to the likes of us, that is certain.’


  And with that the blacksmith bent again to his anvil.
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  For the next three days the Chloe bore southeast on its new course, its destination now the waters to the south of Great Island, for it was there that the Twelfth Kingdom would be waiting.


  Indeed – as Johannes explained to Dow – it was always to be found there. The Sea Lord’s ship did not, by law, ever sail within sight of land, but nor did it ever sail far from land. Instead, it made its home upon a shallow sea known to the Ship Kings as the Golden Millpond. This was a giant lagoon, formed in part by the southern coastline of Great Island – a vast bight many hundreds of miles across – and in part by a chain of reefs and sandbanks that ran away further south, blocking off the open ocean. Within those confines the capital vessel could sail at will beyond sight of land, and yet be as sheltered all the while from wind and wave as if it rode in its own harbour.


  By the third evening the Chloe had entered the western reaches of this placid sea, having rounded the south-western extremity of Great Island, without, to Dow’s disappointment, passing close enough to sight land. Their path now lay directly east, and as dusk deepened the winds faded to a breeze and the water became glassy and smooth. The Chloe slid silently on through the Millpond’s night. Rumour had it that the Twelfth Kingdom would be encountered some time the following day, and so Dow was up on the main deck before sunrise next morning, so eager was he to behold the great vessel.


  He stared forward into the gloaming light, searching for any sail. It was yet another overcast dawn, but the sea was dead flat now, oily almost, and the wind – a bare breath of it – had grown warm, scented strangely with aromas of greenery and decay. The light grew. Dow’s gaze roamed back and forth across the smooth sea and the grey horizon … and then, there!


  ‘Sail ho,’ came the cry from aloft.


  It was a paler grey against the clouds, a ship bearing south out of the northern night, seeming to rise up over the edge of the world. But Dow, crestfallen, counted only three masts, so it could not be the mighty Twelfth Kingdom. Another ship rose behind the first. And then another. Soon, five vessels were arrayed across the horizon, two of them (by Dow’s reckoning) battleships, and three of them frigates.


  A young midshipman paused at Dow’s side to gaze out, and then explained, at Dow’s enquiry, that the ships – so their banners declared – belonged to the fleet of the kingdom of Anambria.


  ‘Why are they here?’ Dow asked.


  The boy gave him a superior glance. ‘There will be fleets from all the kingdoms gathering hereabouts today, for each king is escorted by his own warships when he sails to the Lords. Prepare for the sight of a crowded ocean, New Islander.’ Then off he hurried.


  Dow returned to his watch. All throughout that morning he remained at the rail, staring out fascinated as one by one the different fleets reared over the horizon, sometimes five or six ships together, sometimes eight or nine, but all with sails fully set in the light wind, and resplendent even under the grey sky. By noon there were nearly thirty warships within sight of the Chloe, grouped into four fleets, each identified by coloured banners that streamed brightly from the tips of their mainmasts.


  The Chloe too was now flying a banner, a tapered flag of red and gold bands. And then a fifth fleet appeared – the smallest yet, just one battleship and three frigates – but also flying the red and gold. These four ships came sweeping in to take up station immediately fore and aft of the Chloe, and cheers rang out from crew to crew, for here were fellow vessels of the Valignano fleet; the second battleship bearing the king of Valignano himself. Boats were launched to run back and forth between the two, and splendidly uniformed officers came and went from Captain Vincente’s cabin.


  By mid-afternoon Dow could count close to fifty vessels sailing east together, grouped into seven fleets. It seemed unimaginable to him that there could be so many warships in all the world, and yet he knew too that even this was not the full sum of the Ship Kings’ might. There were four kingdoms not yet present – and then there was the Home Fleet, which was meant to be the largest of all. It was a sobering prospect for a New Islander whose famous ancestor had once fought against these same fleets. Eighty years later, how could any Isle ever hope again to challenge such massed strength?


  And yet … There was also an unruliness to the scene; a fractious rivalry between the flotillas. It was visible in the way each knot of ships jostled defiantly with the others around it, as if marking out and defending some unseen boundary upon the water. Battleships crossed provocatively in front of other battleships, and all the brave banners and swollen sails began to look to Dow like the puffed-out chests of men arguing. Some ships even had their gun ports open and their cannon rolled out. A readiness for violence was in the air, as if just one careless manoeuvre might initiate genuine battle.


  Even the Chloe’s normally sensible crew were not immune to the tension. Otherwise stoic officers were suddenly yelling quite unnecessary commands to the men aloft, and deckhands dashed to and fro on the slightest pretext. Dow half expected the Chloe to run her own guns out as a precaution, but no such order was given. Captain Vincente at least – still hidden away, holding meetings in his cabin – was keeping a leveller head.


  Then there came a new cry from the crow’s nest, the lookout pointing excitedly to the east. At first, all Dow could see was another collection of sails lifting into view – an eighth fleet coming to join the others. But no, this wasn’t just five ships, or ten. More sails appeared, until there was a great line of them spread right across the horizon; twenty, no thirty vessels and more, a second armada rivalling the one already gathered.


  And at the centre of the line a strange shape now hove slowly up, a dense mass of sails, too numerous for any normal ship. Higher and higher they rose, set on masts outlandishly tall. And between the sails loomed walls, white as marble, and above those walls, towers … The realisation was a sinking in Dow’s stomach, an awed intake of breath. He was looking upon the Home Fleet, and at its heart was the great capital ship of the Sea Lord, the Twelfth Kingdom.


  Slowly the two armadas drew together, and the very sea seemed hemmed in every direction by sails and masts. There were so many ships it was impossible to count them all before they had shifted into some new arrangement, and one must start all over again. But the closer the Chloe came to the Twelfth Kingdom, the more Dow’s whole sense of scale changed. Once he had thought of the barges of New Island as being large craft, then he had considered a battleship as being truly large. But now …


  The capital ship approached ponderously, far astern of its swifter and nimbler escorts, but dwarfing them anyway. Dow’s first impression was of the Stone Port fortress. Indeed, if someone had sliced off the peak of West Head, with its mighty keep intact, and somehow set the mountaintop afloat and ringed it about with sails, then it might have looked a little like the vessel that confronted him now. But no … that was to suggest much too natural and organic an appearance. The Twelfth Kingdom was all too palpably a man-made thing, and that was what made its size so staggering.


  Orders were yelled to the men aloft on the Chloe, in preparation for a change of course. Both armadas, Dow realised, were turning southwards, so that they could run in parallel. As the Chloe came smoothly about, Dow moved to the left hand rail, in perfect position to see the Twelfth Kingdom coming slowly side on to him, no more than a mile away.


  In profile, the ship was revealed to be – in its lower part at least – a colossal floating platform, a barge effectively, but one grown beyond all proportion. To judge by the vessels nearby, it was more than four times the length of even the largest battleship, and it rose six decks high above the waterline. Four of those decks bristled with gunports, a broadside of several hundred cannon, while in the stern were castle-like fortifications with yet more gun decks that faced rearwards. Similar fortifications rose above the blunt bow, with cannon likewise aimed ahead. Also in the bow were not one but four immense bowsprits spearing upwards and out, and as for the ship’s masts, it was difficult, amid all the sails, to count their number. Were there twelve? No, there were sixteen, arranged in rows fore and aft.


  But it was amidships that the true wonder of the Twelfth Kingdom lay – for rising from the platform was a superstructure that Dow could only describe as a palace, its walls fashioned of white stone. In seven tiers it lofted above the main deck, and great towers stood at each of the four corners, rising even higher. The lower tiers bore still more gun decks, but the upper tiers were resplendent with grand balconies painted in gold, and lined with glittering glass windows. And roofing the uppermost level, between the four towers, there rose an immense dome that shone as golden as brass.


  How such a dome could be constructed as high above the sea as the Chloe’s own crow’s nest, Dow could not comprehend. But there was so little about the Twelfth Kingdom he could comprehend. Did it have a thousand guns? It may well have. And only now did Dow think about what that meant – of the multitude of gunners that would be needed to man them, not to mention all the other seaman it would take to sail such an impossible craft; and then too there would be the court of the Sea Lord himself.


  Why, the vessel must be host to five thousand souls at the very least. It was a town riding upon the ocean – a city. It took an effort for Dow to remind himself that the great thing was, nevertheless, a ship. So stately was its progress that there was little indication that it moved – there was no wave at its bow, no wake at its stern – and yet move it did.


  And all around it sailed the combined armada. Much faster than the capital vessel, the various fleets – rivalries forgotten now in the presence of the Sea Lord – began a series of intricate manoeuvres, so as to keep the Twelfth Kingdom at their centre. The great craft itself pushed resolutely southwards, but the frigates and battleships sailed first south, then east, then north, then west, describing vast circles of which the capital ship was always the hub; eighty fully arrayed warships proceeding expertly and without collision in a display of seamanship that left Dow consumed with admiration.


  And the ships kept coming. By dusk, flotillas from the last four kingdoms had taken their place in the grand parade. Even when darkness fell, Dow could not tear himself away from the railing, for now each ship came alight with lamps – the Chloe too, its rigging bejewelled with a hundred lanterns and more, red and green and blue, in festive celebration.


  The armada became a carnival of colours revolving across the black ocean, a great wheel whirling slowly, miles and miles across, as if to replace and improve upon the stars, hidden by the clouds overhead. And in between the brighter constellations, smaller lights moved, a host of boats going this way and that between the larger ships, as messages and salutations passed back and forth between the kings and captains.


  It was only near midnight that exhaustion finally began to pluck at Dow’s eyelids. A misty drizzle was falling by then, blurring the fleet, and the last of the boats had returned to their ships. He took a final long look at the Twelfth Kingdom. Its many windows were blazing gold from within, and orange fires burned high on its towers, and the whole immensity of the vessel was surrounded by a pearly halo of glowing rain.


  It was achingly beautiful, all of it, and he, a boy of the forests with no business at sea, had lived to behold such a wonder. If he had left his home and his family for no other reason than this night alone – Dow decided wearily – it had been worth the sacrifice.
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  But even as he turned to go, he heard voices approaching. He’d been standing in a deeply shadowed spot near the forecastle, so as to not be dazzled by the Chloe’s lamps, and now two figures were making their way to the same area of darkness, in soft conversation as they came.


  It was Diego. And with him Ignella.


  Swiftly – without quite knowing why, only that he did not want to meet them – Dow ducked away behind the forecastle stairs where the blackness was total. He peered out between the steps. Had they seen him? No … the two were absorbed in their discussion. Diego was talking urgently all the while, his head bent confidentially towards Nell’s, his voice low. But Dow could hear him clearly enough as they approached his hiding spot.


  ‘… and with this latest news from the north the Sea Lord has no choice anymore; he’ll have to concede. Even the fact that he was forced into this winter session shows how weak his position is. It can’t be put off anymore. Tomorrow Valdez and Castille will demand resolution.’


  Dow, who’d only ever known Diego to be haughty and disdainful, was surprised by the lieutenant’s tone – for once he sounded earnest and excited. The pair had now come to the railing that Dow had just left, and turned to look out at the lights of the armada.


  ‘And that’s not the best part,’ Diego went on. ‘The messenger also brought a letter from my uncle, requesting that Vincente grant me leave so that I can join the Valdez fleet – and Vincente had no choice but to agree. A boat is coming for me at dawn. But it’s not just leave – the truth is I’m never coming back to this wretched ship at all. My uncle wants me to take an ambassadorial post on the Twelfth Kingdom. Can you believe it? I’ll be there tomorrow in the Great Hall with the Valdez delegation.’


  Nell – gazing out at the shifting lights – cut a calmer figure, her hands, as ever, thrust deep within her coat. ‘An ambassadorial post? So you’ll be serving on the Kingdom from now on, not a ship?’


  Diego straightened a little. ‘What’s wrong with that? You know I can’t stay on the Chloe forever. I won’t get anywhere patrolling backwaters like New Island. I have to make a name for myself.’


  Her response was cool. ‘Of course you must leave the Chloe – but what name can you make sitting in an ambassador’s chair? It is captains who gain fame for their deeds upon the seas, not ambassadors.’


  ‘Oh – well, it’s only for a year or so. My uncle has promised me a first-officer position after that – and then soon enough my own ship. Mine won’t be a desk-bound career. You know that. But in the meantime, the Kingdom is where true power lies, not off in the wilds of the ocean. How can serving close to that power, especially after tomorrow, harm my prospects?’


  Nell sighed. ‘It can’t, I suppose …’


  ‘And then once I have my own command, you can follow.’


  She glanced up at him. ‘Oh yes? A lot might change between now and then. There are many fine ladies upon the Kingdom.’


  Diego laughed. ‘There’s no danger of that. In fact – if you doubt me – how about this? You too will be in the Great Hall tomorrow, so between sessions I will introduce you formally to my uncle.’


  The offer caught Nell by surprise, it seemed to Dow. She shuddered uneasily. ‘I don’t think he’ll want to meet me.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Think. How can he?’ Her question was light, but tinged with severity. ‘He’ll be the first to tell you that you’re only doing yourself harm, trifling with a girl so far below your station.’


  ‘I’m not trifling,’ Diego responded, with a heat and sincerity that Dow disliked greatly. ‘And anyway, he knows as well as I do where you come from. Your background is entirely suitable.’


  But the self-judgement in Nell was unremitting. ‘Once, maybe. But not now.’ And her hand, freed from its pocket, traced a line on her face, as if following the scars there, hidden by the dark.


  Diego bent closer to her. ‘You know I’ve never cared about that,’ he said hoarsely, and now the devotion was plain in his voice, no matter how much Dow did not want to hear it. ‘Nothing ever changed for me. You were the one who went away, remember – and you’re the one who won’t give me a final answer even now, after all I’ve promised. If my uncle disapproves, let him. He’ll owe me whatever I want when this is all over.’


  ‘It’s never been done,’ Nell said stubbornly.


  ‘Why should that matter to us?’ And now Diego sounded more like his usual arrogant self. ‘Traditions and taboos are for the lowly in life. The powerful can do what they like. And once my uncle has had his way, then no one will dare attack his nephew. Or his nephew’s wife.’


  Her head lifted. ‘Even if we defy not one age-old custom, but two, the second as unheard of as the first?’


  ‘Even then. I’ve sworn it, haven’t I?’


  She took a fierce, almost hungry breath – but then she sagged, and stared back out into the rain. ‘It’s hard to believe.’


  ‘Trust me. Tomorrow, you’ll see the beginning of it.’


  ‘Tomorrow,’ Nell pondered, shaking her head, and Dow – his heart in a storm of confusion – sensed a deep reluctance in her yet. ‘What about the report Vincente will make to the Lords?’


  Diego shrugged. ‘He’s too popular with the captains and kings of the minor realms – and too close to the Sea Lord. He would lead action against us, if not stripped of his command. Luckily, this idiocy about the attack at Stone Port gives us the perfect chance to discredit him.’


  ‘But won’t it be your word against his?’


  ‘It’ll be everyone’s word against his – except for the simpleton boy, if he actually has the nerve to repeat his lies in front of the Lords.’


  ‘He’s certainly ignorant,’ Nell mused, and to hear, Dow lent forward as far as he dared. ‘But he’s no simpleton, and no coward either.’


  ‘He’s irrelevant. We’ll be rid of him soon enough.’


  ‘I wonder. Things happen around him. What are we to make, after all, of an omen like an Ice Albatross?’


  ‘Superstition.’


  ‘Am I not a scapegoat?’ was her answer. ‘What recourse do I have, other than to superstition?’


  ‘You have me. And that’s why you’ll say yes – because I’m the only one who can give you what you want.’


  And so saying, Diego took her by the arm, and led her away out of the shadows, back towards the officers’ realm of the stern castle.
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  3. THE ELEVEN KINGS


  The next morning, as Dow breakfasted with Johannes and Nicky, a midshipman poked his head through the fire curtain and announced that Dow was to report immediately to Captain Vincente on the main deck.


  ‘This will be your summons to the Twelfth Kingdom,’ said Johannes. His manner grew abruptly solemn and he stood, offering his hand to Dow. ‘Good luck to you upon that monstrous ship, Dow Amber.’


  Dow shook his hand, and then Nicky’s too, puzzled by the sudden formality of the pair – it was unlike them – but perhaps they were just nervous on his behalf. He was certainly nervous himself. He shrugged on his timberman’s jacket, and made his way topside.


  The morning that greeted him was grey and dull, but not cold. Indeed, even though this was the first day of winter, the air of the Millpond was strangely humid and clinging. Glancing out across the flat sea Dow saw that the magical armada of the night before had become a clutter of becalmed ships, drear and colourless with their sails furled and banners all hanging limp. Only the Twelfth Kingdom at their centre still held the eye, a louring presence that rendered all its attendant vessels toylike.


  At the Chloe’s railing, sailors were labouring to launch one of the ship’s boats, and it was here that Dow found Captain Vincente. Waiting with the captain were Commander Fidel and – Dow was somewhat disturbed to see – the smaller figure of the scapegoat girl.


  Both the officers were in full ceremonial uniform, but it was Nell who struck Dow most. She had put aside her men’s clothing and, for the second time in Dow’s knowledge of her, was attired in a dress. This one, like the other Dow had seen her wearing, was long sleeved and high-necked, but whereas the first dress had been black, this one was darkest purple.


  ‘Ah, Mr Amber,’ said Vincente, as Dow came up.


  ‘Excellency,’ Dow returned, saluting.


  ‘Or I should say, Seaman Amber. You are to be congratulated. And with no less a witness to your success than an Ice Albatross.’


  The words were amiable, but the captain’s gaze was probing. Dow said nothing. He had not spoken with Vincente in over a month, and was disconcerted now, as always, by the sheer authority of the man, for all that the captain was short, and pot-bellied. And yet – as Dow had overheard the previous night – that authority was not unchallenged, or without enemies.


  ‘At ease, Dow,’ Vincente said at last. ‘I’ve called for you because we are about to embark for the Twelfth Kingdom and the opening session of the Lords of the Fleet. There I will report upon the events at Stone Port, and you will accompany me, if you’re willing.’


  Dow’s eyes strayed to the mighty ship, a mile away across the sheet-like waters. Did it seem more ominous to him now, rather than magnificent? ‘Aye, Excellency.’


  Vincente smiled, mistaking Dow’s look. ‘Aye, the Twelfth Kingdom is a wonder, no doubt, but don’t get too carried away by its size and splendour. What matters is not the vessel itself, but rather what happens within its Great Hall. I don’t want you too overcome with awe to speak when you stand before the eleven kings. So – is your memory clear as to what you saw that night?’


  Dow didn’t need to think, the vision of the strange boat moving inexplicably through the Rip was as vivid to him now as when he’d first seen it. ‘Aye, Excellency. Perfectly clear.’


  ‘Good. We’ll cast off as soon as the boat is ready.’ He inclined his head. ‘Commander Fidel will be joining us – and Nell too, for it’s customary for captains to bring their scapegoats to such councils.’


  Dow glanced at Nell and caught her frowning as she stared at the captain. She did not, he guessed, like the word customary, implying as it did that if not for custom Vincente would not be taking her. It reminded Dow of his sole conversation with Nell to date, that day at the stern rail as New Island had dropped below the horizon – she had complained that the captain only pretended to consult her as scapegoat, and seldom heeded her advice. He trusts only fellow mariners, and only men can be mariners ...


  Might that be why Nell was so intimate with Diego, an enemy of the captain’s? And how intimate were they anyway? Dow had replayed the previous night’s exchange a dozen times in his head, and he still wasn’t sure. Diego’s attachment had been obvious – but her emotions had been less clear. The whole affair indeed had possessed undertones that Dow simply hadn’t understood; although the fact that Diego would be leaving the Chloe – had already left, actually – was some comfort.


  Yes … but Diego had also said of Dow, We’ll be rid of him soon enough. And what might that mean?


  The boat was launched and a crew of six rowers took their places at the oars, then Vincente, Fidel, Dow and Nell – the hem of her dress causing her all sorts of difficulties – descended the ladder to their seats. The captain and the first officer took the stern-most bench, while Dow and Nell sat side by side in front of them. With a shove they were underway, drawing swiftly out from the shadow of the Chloe’s hull and sweeping across the glassy sea towards the Twelfth Kingdom.


  ‘You realise, Mr Amber,’ said Vincente after they had travelled some distance, ‘that you will be the first of your kind in generations to set foot upon the Sea Lord’s vessel. I doubt that it’s happened since the Great War. Moreover, the tale of your riding of the maelstrom has been running like wildfire through the fleet, ever since yesterday. You must prepare yourself to be the centre of some attention when the Lords lay eyes on you.’


  At Dow’s side Nell stirred, shooting a look behind her. ‘Attention, Captain? You’re taking a New Island peasant to stand and speak before the Lords of the Fleet and you expect he will merely draw attention? It will cause outrage. Your enemies have long been looking for an excuse to have you divested of your command – you know that – and yet here you are breaking the very strictest of the Settlement laws, right before their eyes.’


  Vincente’s good humour vanished. ‘Such matters, Ignella, are not for your comment. If I need advice off-ship, then I’ll consult someone older and wiser than a girl of seventeen years, scapegoat or not.’


  Nell seemed to inflate with frustration, then the fire in her eyes went dull. ‘Aye, sir,’ she said flatly.


  There was a silence, but Dow – pushed so close to Nell that their arms touched with every surge of the oars – could feel the anger taut in her. And he realised that she was not angry at Vincente, but, in some complex way, angry for him – annoyed that he did not take the forces opposed to him more seriously. And yet her suitor was one of those forces! So where did her loyalty really lie? With Diego? Or with her captain?


  Should Dow speak up himself to warn Vincente? But what could he say? ‘This idiocy about the attack at Stone Port gives us the perfect chance to discredit him, Diego had boasted last night. But what did that indicate exactly? And anyway, the captain surely knew his own business.


  Dow said nothing, only stared forward to where the Twelfth Kingdom, in all its splendour and majesty, was drawing close.


  The size of the thing! Its great hull rose from the sea like a cliff of glistening stone, and its towers reared even higher above, like mountain crags. And every approach was guarded, for the vessel’s manifold gunports had all been thrown open and its thousand cannon all run out, ready to obliterate any ship so foolish as too attack such indomitable might.


  For the moment, though, the only assault came from the dozens of launches that were converging from the surrounding fleets, ferrying captains and dignitaries and kings to their council. At intervals all along the flanks of the capital ship gangways had been lowered parallel with the hull, attached to floating landings, and such was the traffic of craft coming and going that Dow was reminded of the wharves at Stone Port. And yet it was all happening in the middle of the ocean!


  Their own boat drew alongside at a landing close to the Twelfth Kingdom’s stern. They disembarked, and an attendant sailor ushered them up a gangway, Dow following the captain and the first officer, with Nell trailing silently behind. Three decks up they reached a hatch that opened to the interior. Here a junior lieutenant welcomed them aboard formally, before directing them towards internal stairs to continue the climb.


  They passed within to one of the mighty gun decks; a fantastically long line of cannon ran away forward, all in firing position, with countless seamen standing by at attention. But so vast was the deck that the line’s further end was lost in the twilight distance.


  They found the stairs – wide and shallow, quite unlike the steep ladders on the Chloe – and rose up three more decks, each one extending off likewise into shadowy infinity. Then daylight welcomed them again as they emerged onto the main deck. At least, Dow supposed it was the main deck, but that was hardly a grand enough name for what he beheld.


  Towards the stern, eight tall masts speared upwards, in two rows of four, lined across the ship in a configuration so strange Dow hardly knew what to make of it. Beyond them were the stern fortifications, raised wooden barricades and gun ports arranged in two decks, facing rearwards. Looking forward, the walls of the great palace rose like precipices of alabaster – it was impossible to imagine that so much weight of stone was actually afloat on the sea – and higher above, the towers and the brazen dome looked down from an elevation that must be near to three hundred feet above the waterline.


  But for all that, Dow’s gaze was drawn to the expanse that lay between the palace walls and the masts, an area free of all sailing gear and adorned instead with – yes, he really saw it – a green bed of lawn some fifty yards across. There were trees too – four of them, one to each corner of the lawn, shady and spreading – as well as ornamental gardens, and finally, at the centre, a great stone fountain, playing water into the air.


  At first Dow thought it must all be artificial. The luxury and expense to grow lawn and trees upon a ship was unthinkable. But it was quite real. Dignitaries were gathering on the grass, served by attendants bearing food and drink, and when Dow’s party joined them he could feel how springy was the turf underfoot, and he could see, up close, that the trees were living and solid. And the smell! So earthy, so alien in mid-ocean.


  The dignitaries, however, paid all this wonder no mind. They were intent rather on conversation, some gathered about the fountain, others waiting at the foot of a grand staircase that led up to the palace. Vincente and Fidel were quickly drawn away to join a group of earnestly debating officers under one of the trees, and Dow and Nell were left standing together alone.


  It was an uncomfortable moment for Dow, and he strove not to gawk as he gazed about, aware that Nell was studying him. He was sweating under his coat. It was too warm there on the main deck; there was still no wind, and the air was clammier than ever.


  ‘So – what do you make of it all, New Islander?’ the scapegoat asked at last, smiling sardonically. ‘Was it worth coming so far to see – the first of your people since the Great War, as the captain said?’


  Dow only looked at her. He found, to his own surprise, that he was less daunted by her scorn than in their previous encounters. Maybe it was because – last night – he had seen a less forbidding side to her. Or maybe it was because he’d just learned that she was only seventeen, a bare year older than Dow himself.


  ‘Of course,’ she added tartly, ‘what the captain didn’t say was that in those days your countrymen were prisoners, brought here to be tortured and questioned and then thrown into the dungeons to rot. How fortunate for you that times have changed – if indeed they have.’


  She was trying to frighten him. He almost gave a disdainful response, but then it seemed better to refuse to do so, to prove, indeed, that he was more than the ignorant peasant boy she dismissed him as. So he said, ‘It was a prison anyway, my life back home. Whatever happens now, at least I’ve sailed once in a true ship, on the true ocean. That’s worth any price.’


  She blinked at that, her pale skin colouring slightly, but then she merely shrugged and turned away.


  Dow let out a breath, and returned his gaze to the palace. He had in fact noticed something strange about its walls – something about the great white blocks of stone – and now he grasped what it was. He was no stone mason, but he was a timberman, and there were some things about the grain of wood that were impossible to disguise. He nodded to himself at the discovery, and knew suddenly that Nell was staring at him once more.


  ‘What?’ he asked.


  ‘Why do you nod?’ she demanded.


  ‘I just realised, the stone isn’t stone.’ He indicated the palace. ‘The walls are of timber, painted to look like stone.’


  She glanced up in surprise.


  ‘You didn’t know?’ Dow asked.


  ‘Of course I knew! It’s just that it’s easy to forget. The illusion is very convincing. But of course it can’t be stone – not even a ship of this size could cope with as much extra weight as that.’


  Dow hesitated, then ventured, ‘I can’t see how this ship can cope even with its own weight.’


  ‘Oh? So you’re expert in shipbuilding now?’


  ‘No – but I do know the Chloe. Below decks, the frame of the hull is in plain view, and I’ve seen the way the timbers flex near to breaking point when the wind and seas are high. At such times, the Chloe strains just to support its own length and breadth. And yet it isn’t a tenth as large as this vessel – the pressures on a hull this big must be almost beyond enduring.’


  She was studying him in some puzzlement, but said, ‘You can’t compare the Twelfth Kingdom to the Chloe. The Chloe is fashioned for speed and agility; the strength of its frame is the bare minimum needed to run before the wind without tearing itself apart. The Twelfth Kingdom runs before no wind and has no pretence of speed. Its only purpose is size. Hence, there’s no smooth single hull beneath us; instead there are many, set bow to stern and side by side, and all bound together by a framework of great timber beams. Timbers that came from your own New Island highlands, in fact – timbers that are long coated thick in nicre and hardened to the invulnerability of iron. Together, they form a scaffold solid enough to build this whole palace upon.’


  Dow was nodding in comprehension. So that was how it was done. How strange that even here there was a link to his faraway homeland, perhaps even to his very village. And how strange too that a girl – not even a sailor – would know so much about the construction of ships.


  She was watching him narrowly. ‘But do you see any problem, Dow Amber, with such a scaffold?’


  He considered. ‘The drag underwater must be terrible.’ He stared back up at the palace. ‘Also, these walls would catch any wind square on, no matter how much sail the masts might carry. I don’t see how this vessel could steer in high winds or strong currents, out on the open ocean – it could do little more than drift where the wind and sea might take it.’


  Nell’s cold eyes had lit appreciatively. ‘Indeed. Which is precisely why the Twelfth Kingdom does not ever venture out upon the high seas.’


  ‘Not ever?’


  ‘Never. This mighty vessel – the capital ship of the empire – is trapped eternally here in the golden cage of the Millpond, where gales never blow and waves never rise.’ She surveyed the fountain and the lawn and the dignitaries, weighing it all in judgement. ‘Does that seem a telling thing to you, Dow Amber – that the Sea Lord, master of all the ocean, lives upon a vessel that is crippled near to helplessness by its own monstrosity?’


  Dow, too, studied the main deck, and then stared beyond the rail to the torpid sea beyond, featureless, except for where it was dotted with the black, unmoving shapes of the ships of the armada. And he was reminded suddenly of the spreading swamps and bogs of the high plateau of New Island, as if the sea was the heavy surface of a stagnant pond, and the ships tussocks of weed and grass that grew up from the mud beneath.


  He shook his head, abashed suddenly that he’d been so easily impressed by the splendour and lights of the night before. ‘This is no true ocean – and this is no true ship in which to go voyaging.’


  ‘There – you have it exactly!’ Nell was still watching the dignitaries. ‘But none of them see it. They all think the Twelfth Kingdom is the pinnacle of our endeavours. They are consumed with envy for the riches the Sea Lord has amassed here, and for the power he wields from his high chambers. And instead of voyaging upon the far oceans, our finest mariners scurry about these decks, plotting politics, and our finest ships cluster uselessly here, doing nothing.’


  Dow heard an echo in this of her talk with Diego, who had seemed so excited to be posted aboard the capital ship as an ambassador, an excitement that Nell hadn’t shared. Now Dow thought he knew why. He looked at her full on, and said, ‘It wasn’t for this that I left home. If it was up to me, I would choose the Chloe and the open sea.’


  Nell turned to him, ready, it seemed, to agree. But then some thought or realisation intruded, and her eyes – so warm only an instant ago – went chill. Embarrassment, then anger, flitted across her face, and she shrank within herself once more. ‘So you may say, New Islander, but it would be wise to remember that few of us get to choose such things for ourselves.’


  Dow was surprised at the disappointment he felt. ‘I know it. My fate is in Captain’s Vincente hands.’


  She shook her head darkly. ‘I would not be so trusting of the gallant Vincente, if I were you. Not here.’


  But now there came the clear ringing of a bell from high in one of the towers, and in response there was a stir amongst the dignitaries. Commander Fidel reappeared through the crowd. ‘Come along, you two,’ he said blithely. ‘The captain has already gone in.’


  He ushered them forward, and they joined the rest of the dignitaries massing about the grand stairway.


  Dow let himself be led by the crowd, his thoughts a jumble. Above him the palace loomed all the higher as they ascended the stairs. Stone or not, it remained confounding to think such a thing floated upon water. They passed through a pair of immense doors, then crossed an echoing foyer with a floor that was made of marble tiles – real marble this time, Dow noted – and so came to another set of doors flung wide. Beyond them lay a chamber that was long and broad and many stories high, brimming with light and people and noise. It could only be the Great Hall, home to the Lords of the Fleet.


  A jam in the crowd gave Dow a moment, as he and the others were held in the doorway, to take in the scene. A wide walkway ran from the entrance around three of the hall’s sides, and a deeply sunken floor of polished timber was set within. From the walkway down to the floor ran banks of seating, and these banks were partitioned off into sections. Dow counted three at the stern end of the chamber and four along each side; eleven sections in all – one, no doubt, for each kingdom. And standing alone at the far end was a low dais upon which were placed several benches behind a single empty throne.


  The jam cleared, and Fidel led Dow and Nell around to the second section of seating along the right arm of the walkway. Perhaps two dozen dignitaries and officers were gathered there, the delegation of the kingdom of Valignano. Down on the floor before the front row stood an impressively attired man wearing a silver diadem – the king himself, Dow could only assume – deep in discussion with none other than Captain Vincente.


  Vincente – looking up just then, and seeing Dow – signalled for him to come down. Dow went reluctantly, aware that the other members of the delegation had fallen silent to inspect him, although the roar of conversation from the rest of the hall continued unabated.


  ‘Your Majesty,’ said Vincente, when Dow stood before the two of them, ‘may I present one Dow Amber, of New Island. Dow Amber, this is Benito of the Silver Tern, King of Valignano.’


  Dow bowed his head, then looked up again. Seen close, the royal personage was a heavily built man with a frowning, unshaven face. He was studying Dow in return – unhappily, it seemed.


  ‘Well, he may look a likely enough lad,’ the king finally mused, speaking to Vincente, ‘and his riding of the maelstrom makes for a fine bedside tale, no doubt. Still, to bring him here ...’


  ‘Your Majesty,’ Vincente replied with assuredness, ‘when it comes to the improbable events I must soon report, then a second and confirming witness is vital. Especially as the boy saw the strange vessel for longer than I did on the night.’ And Dow noted that even here, in front of his sovereign, the little captain still bore the greater air of command.


  ‘Mmm,’ uttered Benito.


  Vincente nodded to Dow. ‘Off you go. But be ready. And remember, just keep your head and tell the truth.’


  Dow retreated up the stairs. Fidel was seated in the fourth row, and indicated an empty seat in front of him – next to Nell as it happened, who was staring fixedly into space, arms folded.


  Dow took his seat, and when it seemed that those nearby had stopped staring at him, he began to look about in his own turn. His eye was first drawn to the other sovereigns in the chamber, identifiable amid all their courtiers by the crowns and diadems upon their brows. Here, literally, were the Ship Kings – the actual eleven monarchs – so feared in name across all the Isles. But in truth, for all the wealth and power they represented, there was nothing inherently interesting about them in appearance. They were mostly, like Benito, older men, and none of them seemed particularly fierce or warlike.


  Increasingly, Dow was distracted by other figures among the crowd, strange faces that stared out here and there. They were of all ages, and many were female, the only women present in the hall – but all were misshapen, some as if from a defect of birth, others as if from injury or disease, others again with features contorted seemingly by madness. And all were richly, indeed gaudily, dressed – more so even than many of the kings – as if to display their deformities all the more boldly.


  They were scapegoats, Dow realised, brought there by their captains, from their respective ships. And in such numbers he found their presence both fascinating and repellent, a macabre testimony to the strange dogmas of the Ship Kings world. He glanced at Nell sidelong. She occupied the same position as those others – and yet she seemed so unlike them, with her dark, sober attire and composed features. What, he wondered, did she make of all her fellow unfortunates? Only her razor-fine scars marked her as one of them. But where and when and how had she acquired those scars?


  At length another warning bell rang out, and gradually the tumult in the hall died away to a restless hum, and then to a last-minute clatter as the latecomers found their seats. Dow sat up nervously. Silence fell, and all faces turned in readiness to the central dais.


  ‘Majesties, Lords and Captains,’ announced a hollow voice into the quiet, from somewhere unseen, ‘pray stand for Ibanez the Third, Lord of all the Oceans and Undisputed Master of the Four Isles.’


  The crowd stood in unison, Dow too. Craning his head – for he was much shorter than most of the officers about him – he could just observe the great doors behind the dais swing wide, and a man emerge, trailed at a respectful distance by a collection of courtiers.


  So this was the awesome Sea Lord – an old man, very thin, and partly lame, his arm quivering as he leant on a black walking stick. The crowd waited in silence as he laboured up a short ramp to the dais. He came to his throne at last, then straightened to consider his subjects. Dow saw an unhealthily gaunt face and a sad gaze. On his mottled brow was not a crown, but rather of wreath of gold fashioned to look like the twined strands of some plant – was it seaweed?


  Behind the Sea Lord, meanwhile, an attendant was pushing a strange contraption up the ramp. It was, Dow realised, a wheeled chair; he had seen such devices in Stone Port, used to convey invalids or the very old about the streets. But this chair was framed by a canopy from which hung, on all sides, curtains of black gauze. The suggestion of arms and legs beneath the gauze confirmed that the chair indeed bore a passenger, but who it might be, man or woman, could not be told. And there was something curious – undefinable, but not quite right – about the proportion of the limbs.


  The attendant positioned the chair just behind the Sea Lord’s throne, and Ibanez, glancing back, gave a slow nod. In that instant Dow understood. The Twelfth Kingdom was a ship, was it not? And every ship must have its scapegoat to protect it. So this must be yet another unfortunate soul, maimed or malformed in some way. True, no other scapegoat in the hall was concealed thus – but the Twelfth Kingdom was the capital ship and the greatest vessel the world had ever seen, would it not therefore demand as its scapegoat the most hideously afflicted of all?


  But now Ibanez lowered himself into his cushioned chair, and with a suppressed sigh the crowd did likewise. A courtier now strode forward on the dais and – in the same voice which had announced the Sea Lord – declared himself to be High Chamberlain to Ibanez, and Chair of the council. He then embarked on a long speech of formal welcome to the kings and other dignitaries.


  Dow quickly grew restless. His gaze roamed the hall and then drifted up the gilded walls until it reached the ceiling, a smoothly vaulted arch high above, decorated with painted images set in bordered panels – epic scenes taken, no doubt, from Ship Kings history. Brave vessels battled giant seas, monsters of tentacles and teeth rose from the deeps to assail hapless mariners, battleships thundered broadsides at other battleships.


  But then Dow looked closer, for one of the central panels showed a man bowed on his knees upon a ship’s deck before an upright regal figure – the latter a Sea Lord, to judge by the wreath upon his head. In the background was a battered ship upon the sea, its sails all torn, its flanks bloodstained and smouldering; a beaten enemy, surrounded by triumphant Ship Kings vessels, a white flag of surrender flying at its mainmast.


  But it was the colour of the beaten ship’s sails that had caught Dow’s eye, for they were not white, nor tan, nor cream – they were grey, a grey so deep as to be almost black. Dow had never seen such a sail on any ship of his limited experience, but he had heard of such sails. They had been raised by his ancestor, Admiral Honous Tombs, and had given the Admiral’s flagship its famous name—the Grey Sail, nemesis of the Ship Kings fleets.


  History seemed to yaw open about Dow as he stared up. To think, eighty years after the final defeat of the New Island fleet, and the capture of the Grey Sail and its famous captain – an event the Ships Kings themselves considered so momentous they had recorded it in their Great Hall – that captain’s sole and secret heir was now guest at their highest council!


  Then Dow was brought abruptly back to the present. The high chamberlain had finished his welcome and was now summoning Captain Vincente. ‘For though other grave matters demand our attention,’ the chamberlain concluded, ‘the captain has requested permission to first make urgent report of events at New Island.’


  A lump of nervousness returned to Dow’s throat as he watched Vincente move forward to stand sturdily in the centre of the great floor, immediately before the Sea Lord’s dais.


  ‘Most High Sea Lord,’ said Vincente, voice raised but level. ‘Allied Kings and Lords and fellow captains and officers. Hear me. For we now face a threat quite unprecedented in our history.’


  And with that he embarked upon his account of the happenings at Stone Port, from the detonation of the first mine, through the burning of the eight ships and the Stone Port wharves, to the escape of the Chloe out into the channel, and the sighting of the glow in the sky that meant the city of Lonsmouth was also in flames. Murmurs arose around the hall – not of surprise, for much of the tale had already been spread about the fleet that morning or the previous night – but of indignation and outrage.


  Vincente lifted a calming hand. ‘This is indeed all terrible enough, my Lord and Majesties, but now we come to the crux of the matter. At no point during the attack did the enemy show themselves – except, that is, at the very final moment. For at the last a vessel was sighted fleeing the scene, witnessed firsthand by myself and one other.


  And it was a vessel such as has never been seen before, a vessel that represents a challenge to all the knowledge we posses of shipbuilding and seafaring – and hence a challenge to the very basis of our authority and rule. For it was a boat that moved more swiftly than any I have ever beheld, yet without sail, and without oars.’


  And then he described in detail the boat that he and Dow had seen that night, black and long and sleek, moving so surely through the water, its deck lined with white-faced, dark-clad men. The rising tide of anger about the hall seemed to falter; puzzled frowns appeared, and the murmur that rose now was one of confusion. A boat that moved without oar or sail?


  A bluff, loud voice rang out. ‘Captain Vincente!’ Attention turned to the speaker, who had risen from his seat in one of the sections closest to the Sea Lord’s dais. ‘Will you yield the floor, sir?’


  Vincente studied the interjector, then, with some reluctance, it seemed to Dow, he bowed. ‘Of course, Your Majesty.’


  It was one of the kings, Dow realised belatedly; but which king, and of which kingdom? Fidel came to his aid, leaning forward to whisper in Dow’s ear. ‘Carrasco of the Ingot, King of Valdez.’


  ‘My thanks, Captain,’ the king intoned, inclining his head briefly. He was a heavy-bellied man with a pale face, double chinned and thick lipped, and yet with a look of ready, alert cunning about him. ‘And my congratulations to you on your lucky escape from these dreadful events you describe – and who should be more grateful for it than I, for does not my own youngest nephew serve as a junior lieutenant upon your ship?’


  With a many-ringed hand he indicated a figure sitting at his side, a smiling youth who rose and bowed before sitting again. Dow straightened, shocked, even as the realisation came that he should have expected this, for he’d been given enough clues. It was, of course, Diego.


  ‘Yet indeed,’ Carrasco continued, ‘it is because my nephew was also witness to the events at Stone Port that I must speak now, for, disturbingly, his report is at variance somewhat with yours.’


  A digestive murmur arose about the hall, a recognition, maybe, of battle lines being drawn.


  Vincente was unruffled. ‘Variance? Your nephew, I understand, did not even see the boat in question.’


  ‘No. Only you saw this mysterious boat. You … and one other. Nevertheless, your own testimony states that the boat was steering south through the channel when you saw it, and yet my nephew reports that the tide too was flowing south that night, and so would have carried any boat along with it, whether it had oars or a sail or nothing at all. Is it not correct, Captain Vincente, that this channel we speak of – the famous Rip of New Island – is known in particular for its swift currents?’


  Dow could feel a protest rising hotly to his lips, but Fidel rested a restraining hand on his shoulder, and, anyway, Vincente’s reply was itself prompt. ‘Your Majesty, I understand your doubts. But no one who saw what I saw that night would make the mistake of thinking the boat in question was merely drifting with the current.’


  ‘Such is your opinion,’ commented the king coldly. ‘Yours, and one other’s. But where, I wonder, is this one other?’


  Vincente smiled. ‘As Your Majesty has no doubt already heard, I have him here. My Lord and Allied Kings, may I present Dow Amber, of New Island.’


  And now the mutters that rose were a storm. Dow felt another stab of dread, but was aware of Fidel giving him a last reassuring clap on the shoulder, and also a push, to get him to his feet.


  Dow clumped down the stairs and out onto the floor, his legs gone numb. His ears, however, felt magically alive and attuned to a hundred different comments from about the hall; disapproving whispers here, hisses of derision there. But also, beneath the general hum, he caught a single word being passed from dignitary to dignitary – and that word was maelstrom.


  ‘It’s true!’ Captain Vincente announced to all, as Dow reached his side. ‘This is the same lad that rode the infamous whirlpool of New Island, and lived to tell the tale of it. So whatever else you may think of what he has to say, do not doubt his courage.’ And in the following uproar, Vincente took the time to address Dow quietly.


  ‘You’ll forgive me, but we purposefully spread the story of your exploits as rapidly as we could yesterday. It means they may at least give you fair hearing. Speak up now, and hold nothing back.’


  And so, when the hall quietened again, Dow – at first with quavering voice, but then with more confidence – gave an account of everything he had seen that night in Stone Port. And perhaps because of the tale of his descent into the maelstrom, the assembly did indeed give him their attention, at least for a time, if only out of curiosity, or from simple astonishment at hearing a New Island accent on the floor of such a council.


  Even so, Dow was aware of the murmurs growing as he spoke, and when it came to his description of the impossible boat, he was barely permitted to finish before the protests burst forth.


  ‘This?’ shouted Carrasco of the Ingot over the din. ‘This is your corroboration? An uncouth New Island child? He may be brave as you claim, if indeed he entered the maelstrom by choice and not, as I have heard, by mere accident; but in any case, what does he know of ships or boats or how they are propelled? What does he really understand of what he saw – other than what you have told to him think, Captain Vincente?’


  A flash of anger finally lit in Vincente’s eye. ‘Why would I seek to influence him in any way at all, Majesty? What would I have to gain? If there was no such boat as we saw, why would I make it up?’


  ‘Who knows?’ retorted the king. ‘Perhaps to distract attention from the fact that almost an entire tribute fleet was lost while under your command. Perhaps you seek to hide your own incompetence. Perhaps you failed to set a proper guards against these New Island traitors.’


  Vincente reigned his temper in. ‘As I have made clear, this attack did not come from any New Island source.’


  ‘So you say, and so this boy says. But then he would, wouldn’t he? He’s a New Islander after all – for all we know, in league with those who planned the attack. As for you, Captain, by convincing us that some mysterious boat was responsible for the disaster, and not New Island rebels plotting under your very nose, you might save your own reputation too.’


  More uproar – although Dow was relieved to see that at least some around the hall were outraged on Vincente’s behalf. King Benito indeed finally managed to make himself heard. ‘Shame!’ he cried. ‘Shame on anyone who would impeach the integrity of one of the empire’s greatest captains. My fellow monarch Carrasco dares to suggest deliberate deception – but on what grounds? Who here has ever had reason to doubt Captain Vincente’s honesty? I call upon the Sea Lord to issue a rebuke!’


  All eyes swung now to the dais, where Ibanez the Third sat hunched forward in his throne. At first, to Dow’s exasperation, it did not seem that the old man had even been listening, so distant was his sad stare. But then he stirred, and, with a glance to the black-veiled chair – behind the gauze there was a slow shifting of those oddly truncated limbs – he shook his head. ‘There can be no questioning Captain Vincente’s integrity.’ His voice was unexpectedly firlm, though he spoke without emphasis or passion, almost indifferently. ‘Carrasco of the Ingot will kindly withdraw any such imputation.’


  Carrasco, surprisingly to Dow, seemed to take the instruction with good grace. He bowed easily. ‘It is so withdrawn, my Lord.’


  But across the hall rose another king, a man much older than Carrasco, a tall haggard figure robed in black and gold and with only a thin band of dark metal upon his brow as a crown.


  ‘The Sea Lord is wise,’ this second king said, in a cultivated tone. ‘Captain Vincente’s honour is indeed unimpeachable. There can be no doubt that he has reported only what he witnessed, however incredible it seems. My fellow monarch is correctly chastised.’


  But Dow could sense a new tension in Vincente at this apparent support. The captain bowed stiffly, and replied with an elaborate politeness. ‘My thanks, Ferdinand of the Scale, King of Castille.’


  The king returned the bow. ‘Nevertheless, Captain, I am puzzled. This boat that you describe, it was not large?’


  ‘Fifty feet perhaps, no more.’


  Ferdinand seemed to muse. ‘It was not an ocean-going vessel then, for such a modest craft could not hope to survive the seas and storms of a deep ocean voyage. Would you not agree?’


  Vincente was tight lipped. ‘It seems unlikely that it was ocean going, yes, but then everything about it was unlikely.’


  ‘Unlikely it was ocean going. So, by your own judgement, it could only have come from local waters. In other words, it could only have come from New Island. And yet you persist in your claim that the boat, and the attack, had nothing to do with the New Islanders?’


  ‘The entire city of Lonsmouth was burned, Your Majesty – which is of far more harm to the New Islanders than it is to us. Why would they do that to themselves? No, the attack came from some other source.’


  ‘What other source, pray?’


  ‘That I don’t know, although logic would tell me that if it came not from New Island, then that only leaves the Twin Isles.’


  ‘The Twin Isles?’ Ferdinand frowned in seeming astonishment. ‘Our last tribute fleet reported no troubles there, not at Whale Island, nor at Red. They certainly reported no magical boats.’


  ‘Nevertheless, Majesty, the Twin Isles are home, as we know, to cunning craftsmen and artificers. Who knows what they might have built in secret. A fleet must be sent there to investigate.’


  ‘A fleet commanded by yourself, I suppose.’ The king was shaking his narrow head. ‘Nay, all this talk of the Twin Islands is merely a feint to misguide us. As was the burning of Lonsmouth, no doubt. A strategic sacrifice by the New Islanders to direct our suspicions elsewhere.’


  ‘Your majesty,’ Vincente said, ‘I assure you, it was no feint or strategy. The New Islanders are stricken by this attack. Ask Dow here.’


  ‘Enough!’ snapped the king. ‘My respect for you is unbounded, Captain, but I will not have this half-savage boy insult the dignity of this chamber by speaking again. He should never have been brought here.’


  Vincente went stiff and coldly formal. ‘You do not understand the threat, sir. We have been assaulted in a way in which we have never been assaulted before. To ignore that is to invite our ruin.’


  ‘The threat!’ exclaimed Ferdinand, drawing himself upright. ‘I understand the threat all too well, sir, though you are blind to it. New Island is the threat. Under the watch of you and your like, they have developed these treacherous new mines which so surprised your fleet. They are in rebellion, and they must be crushed! A fleet, you say? Yes we will send a fleet, but not commanded by you, and not to the Twin Isles. It shall go to New Island – to punish New Island traitors!’


  ‘Aye!’ came shouts from around the hall, and a new tumult broke out between the dignitaries.


  ‘My Lord and Monarchs,’ cried Vincente, commanding silence for a last moment. ‘By all means send a fleet to New Island. It is necessary in any case, to restore order. But mark my words, you will find no enemy there, only hunger and disease. The true enemy is elsewhere. And I can only hope that we learn where exactly that is before they choose to attack again!’


  And with that he whirled and stalked back across the hall, with Dow hurrying in his wake. Around them wrangling broke out again between the various factions, but Dow no longer paid heed. He and Vincente came to the Valignano section – Commander Fidel had come down and was waiting there with Benito, the king.


  ‘Well, that went much as anticipated,’ commented the first officer amid the commotion.


  Vincente laughed grimly. ‘Better, in some ways. I half expected a formal charge of treason from Ferdinand.’


  Benito also seemed unsurprised by the turn of events. ‘It’s too soon for that yet, and he knows it. As for the Twin Isles – well, the Lords don’t like to be rushed, that’s all. Time is what’s needed. As you said, sending a fleet to New Island will do no harm. And in the meanwhile we can continue to lobby the lesser kings to convince them of your argument ...’


  Vincente glanced around the hall, disgusted now. ‘No one here even cares about Stone Port. All they’re waiting for is the chance to debate what really matters to them. The fate of the Lord Designate.’


  ‘With Carrasco and Ferdinand once again leading the charge,’ added Fidel.


  ‘And the very throne in the balance,’ sighed the king.


  The three men fell into sour silence, and watched on as the council disputed. Eventually it was agreed that a new fleet would be despatched to New Island, under joint command of Valdez and Castille.


  But Dow saw that indeed many in the hall were indifferent and impatient. He sensed, as Vincente had suggested, that there was some other issue, unspoken but urgent, waiting to be dealt with: the matter, no doubt, that had forced this winter session in the first place.


  But whatever that might be, the assembly were to be denied in their hope to see it aired. As soon as the decision was taken to send the fleet, the Sea Lord – having said not another word since defending Vincente – rose abruptly from this throne. Mutters grew in the hall, turning to outright groans when the high chamberlain, flustered by the hurriedness of it all, announced that the Sea Lord was adjourning the council until that afternoon.


  Shouts of protests rang out, but Ibanez the Third had already limped through the door behind the dais and vanished – and following him, pushed by the attendant, went the figure in the veiled chair.


  The hall dissolved into angry movement and noise. Vincente, Fidel and Benito exchanged glances, and bent their heads together in a conference that Dow could not hear. But a few moments later they were interrupted; a messenger dressed in the uniformed finery of the Sea Lord’s guard descended the stairs to where they stood.


  ‘Your Majesty,’ he announced, ‘my Lord Ibanez craves your attendance, and also that of Captain Vincente and his first officer, in his private apartments forthwith, should that be convenient.’


  Eyes widening, Benito bowed his head. ‘It will of course be our pleasure to attend the Sea Lord directly.’


  The messenger returned the bow. ‘If you will follow me thus, my Lords.’ He turned, and then paused a moment to look back. ‘Forgive me, but the Sea Lord has one other request. He asks that the New Island boy attend as well.’ His eyes fell on Dow. ‘He that rode the maelstrom.’
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  4. THE PLIGHT OF THE SEA LORD


  Dow had thought that the Great Hall was a large space, but as the guard led King Benito’s party up through the palace, he realised that the Hall was in fact only a small hollow nestled in the palace’s lower tiers; around it and above it was a far vaster complex of state rooms and apartments and galleries, all busy with officials and servants, going about their business.


  And yet as Dow and the others climbed stair after stair to the highest levels, the crowds of functionaries dwindled away, and a silence began to weigh in the hallways. By the time they reached the Royal Apartments, their footsteps were echoing and most of the chambers glimpsed through open doorways were dark. Gold and silver and crystal glinted everywhere, but dust sheets covered much of the furniture, and windows that opened to the outer world were shuttered fast. The air felt stale.


  At length, their escort led them through a set of bronze doors that were guarded by two sentries, and then up a last flight of stairs until they emerged into what seemed to be a void of warm, stifling darkness, without ceiling or walls. But as Dow’s eyes adjusted to the light, he saw that they stood under the great dome that roofed the palace. An immense space was captured there beneath the curved ceiling, but the circular floor was quite bare, save for a suite of low couches and chairs at the very centre.


  Spaced evenly around the dome were windows, perhaps thirty in all – each twice man-height, rising from the level of the floor – that would, if open, have given commanding views in every direction. But they were closed, made visible now only by the lines of light around their tall shutters, except for one window alone, thrown half-wide to reveal a sliver of grey sky beyond, and which gave the chamber its only pale illumination.


  ‘Please make yourselves comfortable,’ their escort said, indicating the couches, his voice falling dully in the heavy air. ‘The Sea Lord will be with you shortly.’ And with a final bow he was gone.


  Nobody sat down. The couches were arranged about a wide, low table, and upon the table there rested a large object that was draped in a white cloth, like the dust clothes that covered the furniture on the lower levels. What it might be, Dow could not guess, other than that it was about five feet long and several feet wide, and partly curved along the edges.


  The waiting drew out. Dow – feeling like a trespassing child under the great silent dome – crossed cautiously to look through the half-open window. It faced forward, he discovered, over the Twelfth Kingdom’s bow. Far, far below, a section of the foredeck was visible, an open space where a troop of marines appeared to be drilling. Beyond that were the forward masts, eight of them, bare of sails, and beyond that again the bow fortifications and the four gigantic bowsprits extending out across the sullen sea.


  And it was the sea that struck Dow most, for he felt no movement, no swaying, even so high up, as there surely would have been on any normal ship, no matter how torpid the ocean. The palace could have been on solid ground, yet there, undeniably, was the water. The mind and the eye could not agree.


  Commander Fidel joined him at the window.


  ‘These are not bright days for the Sea Lord,’ the first officer said, nodding at the other windows, so firmly shuttered. ‘I’ve seen this audience room full of light and people and laughter. But not now.’


  Glancing about at the gloom, Dow found things like light and laughter difficult to imagine. ‘Why?’ he asked. ‘What’s wrong?’


  ‘This is a palace in mourning, or in a state that is very close to mourning. Have you not heard rumour of it yet? It’s all the Lords of the Fleet care about – rather than some far off raid at Stone Port.’


  Dow only shook his head.


  Fidel looked around briefly, to be sure that no one else had come into the chamber, and then bent his head closer. ‘I speak of Ibanez’s son – his only son and sole heir to the throne, Nadal, the Lord Designate, our future sovereign. He is missing, and has been so for nearly five years now.’


  ‘Missing?’


  Fidel nodded gravely. ‘Lost at sea. At least, so it’s thought, for no one knows for certain. And without certainty, Ibanez has wrapped himself in darkness and solitude, to brood upon doubts.’


  ‘But what happened?’


  ‘Nadal went exploring. He was always – so they say – enamoured with tales and legends of the great discoverers of old, and was ever eager to go roaming himself. Ibanez, however, was long loath to permit it – there are, after all, no battles to be won in the northern ice, or profits to be made in the southern doldrums. Only dangers await there.


  Nevertheless, Nadal was a full grown man and of strong will, and not to be denied. So at last he prevailed over his father, and five years ago was granted leave to set forth with a small fleet. But neither he nor any of that fleet have been sighted since, even though they should have returned within three years at the very most.’


  Dow’s interest was gripped. A voyage of exploration! ‘Where did they go? What were they looking for?’


  Fidel was staring through the window, considering the horizon. ‘What does any explorer look for? Glory. Immortality. Answers, perhaps. But to put it simply, Nadal went north, to the Ice. You see, some years ago now reports began to come in – from our deep-sea fishermen, who will sometimes stray far from the normal sea lanes in search of rare and exotic catches – of strange happenings in the northern ocean. The fishermen spoke of warm currents where no warm currents should be, and of great openings in the ice fields, glimpsed from a distance, wider than any ever seen before. No one could explain it, but talk began to grow. Maybe the way was opening at last.’


  ‘The way?’


  Fidel sighed. ‘It is an old belief. Long ago, when our ancestors were keen voyagers across all the ocean, they strained against the limits of the world. To the south the way was blocked by the Barrier Doldrums, and that way they accepted eventually they could never go. To the north meanwhile there was the Ice, seemingly a barrier equally impenetrable … or was it? There were stories told in those days of passages opening in the frozen wastes, and of new seas and new lands that lay waiting beyond, should any ship pass through. Such stories are told even today. Not everyone credits them, but it is to the north that the dreams of seekers for glory will always turn.


  ‘Of such a mind was the Lord Designate, and upon hearing the reports, nothing could restrain him from going to see for himself. Three ships his father permitted him to take, and so the three set forth, never to be seen or heard from again. Oh, searchers have been sent – but in vain, for no clue to the lost fleet’s fate has ever been found.’ Fidel looked again over his shoulder, and his voice fell further. ‘Hence the unrest of the eleven kings. Were Ibanez a young man and hale, or if he had other descendants, then such a matter, grave though it is, would not be of dire consequence to the empire at large. But the Sea Lord is old and unwell, and has no other children, and so the kings are growing perturbed. Should Ibanez die without a successor, what then? It is this question the Lords of the Fleet most urgently want to address.’


  At which point the first officer straightened and turned, for suddenly there came, from below, a strange rumbling sound, and then a great clanking and creaking, as of wheels and gears at work. Dow turned too, and was startled to see that a square section of the floor, not far from the couches, had divided and was slowly sliding open, to reveal a dark cavity beneath.


  ‘Observe, Mr Amber,’ Fidel murmured, ‘the Sea Lord is indeed old, and unable to climb stairs, but do not think that this device was fashioned for his sake. No, it was fashioned for another.’


  Rising now from below there came a platform – supported and lifted by some invisible mechanism beneath – to fill the space that had opened. Standing upon it were four guards, and amid them, leaning upon his stick, was Ibanez the Third. But Dow was more interested in the shape beside the Sea Lord – it was the wheeled chair once more, black curtains still draped from its canopy, hiding whoever it was that rode within.


  With a click the platform stopped level to the floor, and Ibanez limped forward to greet his guests. He seemed even more shrunken and old now, for he had removed the royal wreath from his head, and discarded the golden robes he’d worn on the dais, replacing them with plainer garb that even so hung loose on him.


  ‘Thank you for coming,’ he said, going first to shake King Benito by the hand, and then Captain Vincente.


  ‘You are well, my Lord?’ Benito inquired.


  ‘Sit, sit,’ the Sea Lord insisted, nodding at the couches. ‘There’s no need for protocol here. We’re all friends, and this is an unofficial meeting. I’m as well as can be expected, Benito. So sit, please.’


  In demonstration, the old man chose an armchair and lowered himself into it with a grateful sigh. One by the one, the others positioned themselves on this couch or that, all glancing questioningly, or uneasily, at the shape upon the table, covered by its sheet. The Sea Lord gave no hint as to what it was. A guard pushed the wheeled chair to the Sea Lord’s elbow, then withdrew to join his fellows away by the stairs, out of earshot.


  Dow had lingered till last, uncertain, but then Ibanez’s gaze fell upon him, and the old man lifted a beckoning hand. ‘Here, boy,’ he said, patting the arm of the couch adjacent to his chair. ‘Let me have a good look at you.’


  Dow hesitated still, but at a prompting nod from Fidel, he went and took the seat indicated. The Sea Lord studied him with eyes that were grey and rheumy, and yet penetrating nonetheless.


  ‘Aye. I thought as much. It’s so often the smaller ones, the quieter ones, who perform the greater deeds. That was a brave act, the riding of the maelstrom, no matter what some fools may say.’ A wintry smile crossed the old man’s features. ‘I journeyed to New Island once, you know, in my youth. I remember the Rip well. I even ventured out upon it one wild and windy day, and saw for myself how treacherous were the currents. But the maelstrom, that’s another matter entire. You have my respect.’


  But Dow’s eyes had strayed over Ibanez’s shoulder, to where the wheeled chair crouched. The curtains were so black they swallowed all light, but did they move slightly, in and out, as if in time with laboured breathing from within? Could Dow hear, faintly, such breathing?


  The Sea Lord noted his gaze. ‘Ah – but of course you have not before met Axay, scapegoat of the Twelfth Kingdom, a vessel of which, among my many other duties, I am captain and commander.’


  Dow shifted, confused at this introduction. Should he speak to the figure in the chair? Could whoever was inside even see him or hear him? In the end, he only nodded awkwardly at the canopy.


  A whispered laugh came from behind the gauze. ‘And greetings to you, Dow Amber of New Island.’


  Dow almost shrank away, so startling was the voice. It was plainly adult in its tenor, and somewhat breathless, as if with infirmity and age, and yet in tone it was as light and sexless as a child’s.


  The Sea Lord was smiling. ‘Do not be fooled, Axay is no infant – indeed, Axay is near as old as me. But while I have sat upon my throne a mere twenty-four years, Axay has been scapegoat to this vessel for more than forty, serving my father and his father before him. In fact, while there have been six Sea Lords in all since the dynasty was founded a century ago, there have been but three scapegoats here in that same time.’


  Dow was trying not to stare at the gauze, all too aware now that someone unseen was watching him in return. But also – was there something odd in the way Ibanez spoke about his scapegoat?


  ‘And forgive the need of the veil,’ added the Sea Lord. ‘Partly it’s because Axay is sensitive to light, but partly it’s to spare the sensitivities of others, for there’s no denying that Axay is challenging to behold for those not used to doing so. Axay’s is a rare and confronting condition.’


  The gauze breathed subtly, and the voice came again. ‘My Lord speaks truly – only I and two others have ever borne this malady, and those two others were my predecessors as scapegoat here, now deceased. Indeed, it is said that I cannot die until another like me is born to take my place; and that has not yet happened. But I see your confusion, New Islander. You wonder – am I a woman that speaks to you, or a man? My Lord has given no clue. Well, I’m afraid you must put such questions aside, for – as you would know if I permitted the veil to be lifted – the issue of sex has no meaning for the likes of me.’


  Dow – doing his best to hide his amazement, and his repugnance too – could only bow his head again in acknowledgement.


  ‘Enough then,’ said Ibanez, turning to the others. ‘Captain Vincente, my apologies for the way things transpired below. Your warnings should not have fallen thus on such deaf ears.’


  ‘It was not unexpected, Lord,’ Vincente replied.


  ‘No, shameful as that is. But rest assured, your concerns struck home with me, and if the Lords refuse to send a fleet to the Twin Isles to investigate, then I will send one of my own. The puzzle of this strange boat must be solved, and the threat dealt with. Though I gather that you have a theory about the threat that you did not elaborate upon just now, below.’


  ‘Indeed, my Lord, I thought it unwise to raise it, unreceptive as the audience already was. I maintain that the Twin Isles are the most likely source of the attack – but it has occurred to me that a boat that can move without sails need not fear to venture where we fear to venture for dread of becoming becalmed. In which case, my thoughts have turned to the Doldrums, and the half of the world that lies beyond them.’


  ‘The Doldrums?’ queried the Sea Lord. ‘You think such a vessel could have come from across the windless wastes of the Barrier?’


  ‘Perhaps, my Lord, perhaps not. It’s impossible to say without knowing more about the craft in question.’


  Ibanez was shaking his old head in disbelief. ‘I cannot credit that any vessel, no matter how it is propelled, could survive the Doldrums. I ventured to the edge of them once, as a lieutenant serving upon one of my grandfather’s vessels, and the memory remains an evil one.’


  ‘Most likely you are correct, my Lord. Who knows if lands even exist beyond the Doldrums? All is mystery. I mention it only to illustrate the many questions and unknowns raised by the attack.’


  ‘Your point is well made,’ said the Sea Lord, straightening. ‘For now, however, I wish you to put aside all such matters from your thoughts. I have another, more pressing, request to make of you.’


  ‘My Lord?’


  ‘It concerns my son, Captain.’


  A silence settled around the table for a moment, in recognition of the pain evident in the old man’s voice.


  Vincente cleared his throat. ‘What of him, my Lord?’


  Ibanez stared levelly. ‘You think him dead, no doubt, as does everyone else. Those jackals below certainly believe it, and want me to declare it officially, so that a new successor can be appointed. You saw the collusion of Carrasco and Ferdinand just now to ensure that your warning was ignored by the assembly – the same pair, as you know, are likewise in collusion to force me to nominate a new heir. One, of course, of their choosing.’


  Fidel spoke up. ‘It’s an outrage. The naming of a new heir – forgive me, my Lord – is the prerogative of all the kingdoms, in joint election, not of two alone. Thus it was a century ago, when your distinguished ancestor was chosen. And thus it should ever be.’


  The old man’s lip curled bitterly. ‘In those days, the king of Valdez’s only concern was making sure that the Lordship did not go to a prince from Castille, and the king of Castille thought likewise about Valdez. Even though the two were – as now – by far the most powerful of the kingdoms, they were each content to see the Lordship pass to a minor realm rather than to their rival. They think differently now. Carrasco and Ferdinand have decided that to share the Lordship between two is better than sharing it between eleven. Thus they have hatched their scheme in which Ferdinand’s only grandchild – a granddaughter – would wed the youngest son of Carrasco, and that this most blessed of couples would then be appointed joint heir to my throne.’


  Vincente was nodding. ‘And if you, or we in the other kingdoms, should refuse to agree to this?’


  ‘Then the two kingdoms threaten war. Oh, they have not said so publicly. But in their private messages to me, the meaning is clear.’


  Benito too was nodding unhappily. ‘I have discussed such with my fellow monarchs. If the nine lesser kingdoms stood firm against the two, then perhaps we could be sure of victory. But of course several of the lesser kingdoms have long been under the dominion of Valdez or Castille, and would side with them. If war came, I fear it would split the alliance near enough in half – and who could then say who would be the victor?’


  ‘It would be disaster irreparable,’ intoned the Sea Lord, ‘to break the peace of over a hundred years. And yet it would seem that the only alternative is to succumb to the overlordship of Valdez and Castille. A grim choice. There remains however one hope – that my son might be found. Valdez and Castille would not dare declare war, nor would any lesser kingdoms follow them, if the rightful heir stood in his place by my side.’


  Benito spoke carefully. ‘My Lord, it’s been five years.’


  Pain and anger flared in the old man’s eyes. ‘Who knows it better than I?’ But then he sagged again, staring away bleakly into the gloom. ‘Five long years indeed. But that alone is not cause to surrender all hope. The expedition was well supplied, knowing that there was every chance they could be trapped by ice for one or two or even three winters. It is not inconceivable that they might have stretched those supplies to a fifth year.’


  No one responded to this for a time. It was Vincente who finally broke the silence. ‘But have you not sent ships in search of the missing fleet? And have they not returned with empty hands?’


  ‘Aye,’ nodded Ibanez, his sad gaze going to the single open window. ‘I’ve been sending merchantmen in pairs, heavily supplied with food and gear, every six months now, since the second anniversary of Nadal’s departure – most recently in the autumn of last year, and then again this spring. The latter pair returned but two weeks ago. And as everyone knows, they did not find my son. It is enough, the jackals say – and so forced this winter council upon me. No more searching, they insist. Nadal is lost, and I must accept it.’


  He sat upright suddenly and slammed his cane against the floor. ‘But I do not accept it!’ He stared severely at the others. ‘Heed me. There is one vital discovery made by the lately returned expedition that has not yet been made public. A discovery that gives force to my hope. For something was found in the northern waters.’ He levered himself up, hand trembling upon the cane’s head, and leant to the covered shape on the table. ‘Not my son, indeed. But behold—’ And with a withered hand he pulled the sheet halfway back.


  It was part of a boat, Dow saw. Curved timbers met together at an upswept stem – yes, it was the bow section of a boat the size, say, of a ship’s launch, shattered and broken off from its body. The timbers still gleamed blackly with nicre, as if freshly wet from the sea.


  The Sea Lord gloated over the thing. ‘This fragment alone they found floating among the bergs. A few planks of wood only – but do you see?’ His quivering finger pointed to faded white symbols that were painted upon the planking, near to where the timbers were wrenched and broken. Writing. It was meaningless to Dow, but the others leant forward intently. ‘What do you read there, gentlemen? An I and an N and a G. And the number 4. You see it – yes? Now, three ships it was that set out with my son. The flagship, Nadal’s own ship, was the battleship Tempest. And in support were two specially converted merchantmen, the Bullion and the Bent Wing.’


  There was a pause about the table as Benito and Vincente and Fidel considered each other significantly. Dow, mystified by this reference to letters, could only watch on, until Fidel noticed his puzzlement.


  ‘A ship’s boats are named after the ship itself,’ the first officer explained, ‘and then numbered. The Chloe, for instance, has eight boats, and they are named Chloe 1 through to Chloe 8. So you see these letters would suggest that this piece of wreckage came from a boat named the Bent Wing 4.’


  ‘Aye,’ nodded Ibanez. ‘The Bent Wing carried four boats. I have confirmed it’


  Captain Vincente had been gazing at the floor in thought. Now he looked up, pained. ‘But my Lord, is this truly cause for hope? The drifting remains of a ship’s launch? Does that not suggest that some fatal disaster befell the Bent Wing? And perhaps the entire fleet?’


  There was a febrile glint to the Sea Lord’s smile. ‘It would – save for this.’ And he pulled the sheet completely away from the wreckage. Revealed now, bolted roughly to the lower planks of the hull, near the keel, was a long strip of wood that had no place there, or on any boat. It was smooth and flat and curved up at its forward end.


  Dow – used to travelling in winter upon the high plateau – knew exactly what he was looking at, and spoke before he remembered that it was not his place to do so. ‘That’s a runner – like on a sled!’


  The old man nodded. ‘A sled this is indeed. A sled such as marooned sailors might fashion from a boat to escape an ice-bound ship and ferry their supplies across the snow.’ He turned to Vincente. ‘What does that suggest to you, Captain? That the fleet perished at sea? Or that it is trapped somewhere in the Ice, its men alive and trying to rescue themselves?’


  ‘If so,’ said Vincente, ‘they failed, as the wreckage attests.’


  The Sea Lord was undaunted. ‘This attempt failed, but who knows how many others there might be. And look here—’ Now his trembling fingers traced the fractured planking of the boat, where the pale inner wood was splintered and exposed. ‘See how thin is the layer of nicre on the new wood? It is the growth of a few weeks only – from which we can surmise that this craft was wrecked only weeks before it was found. It has taken another two months to be returned here by the searchers – but even so we now can say that, as little as three months ago maybe, survivors of my son’s fleet still lived.’


  Vincente’s expression remained troubled. ‘It could be read that way, my Lord. It could be read other ways as well. This wreckage may indeed have been but briefly immersed in the sea, but perhaps the boat was broken long before that, in the attempt to cross the ice, and was then held high and dry by that same ice for a year or even two, until released by last summer’s thaw to drift upon the waters. In which case it tells us nothing.’


  ‘Maybe,’ was Ibanez’s cold response. ‘But it is not unreasonable for me to hope otherwise. And it would be unreasonable, I say, to give up the search, and abandon those men, without one more attempt to save them.’


  Benito was frowning doubtfully. ‘You mean to continue the search then, and send yet more ships north?’


  The Sea Lord had hobbled back to his chair, and sank into it now with a bitter grimace. ‘Time is my enemy. I cannot hold off those vultures below much longer. For this session of the Lords, yes, I can delay – once I tell them of this new development, and show them what I’ve shown you. But come the spring session they will demand an answer from me, if Nadal has not been found. Without it, there will be open rebellion. So I have three months at most. Not time enough to send more slow, sturdy merchantmen, best suited though they are for the arctic. They would take six months to go and return. No, I must settle for one swift ship, and one trusted captain.’


  He had turned to Vincente. The question now hung unasked in the air, but Vincente himself chose not to address it directly. ‘One ship only, Lord?’ he inquired. ‘But how could one ship alone, in a mere few months, hope to make a thorough search of so vast an area?’


  Ibanez’s gaze was bright as if with tears. ‘Not so vast as you might think. It is not the whole of the north that need be investigated, but rather only the place in which this wreckage was found. It was the merchantman Thorn that made the discovery, in search party with the Dolphin, near the mouth of a great gulf in the Ice Wall that they had just begun to explore. The coordinates have been recorded and could lead a skilled navigator there in as little as five weeks.’


  ‘A gulf, Lord?’


  ‘Just that. The Thorn and the Dolphin report that the Wall fell away on either side and that a passage lay open northwards, created seemingly by a warm current that came itself from the north. This gulf is treacherous, however, plagued by fogs and beset by great bergs. Indeed, the Thorn was soon caught by falling ice, and took great damage, and so the Dolphin was forced to abandon the search, to escort the stricken vessel home. It will be hazardous no doubt to return there, even more so now that it is winter. But if a brave captain were to go and dare this strange gulf, then in my heart I believe the lost fleet, and my son, may yet be found alive within it.’


  Vincente nodded slowly. ‘I will go then.’


  The Sea Lord took a breath. ‘Thank you, Captain.’


  Benito was shaking his head, evidently disturbed. ‘But the Chloe is lately come from a long voyage – why not a ship from your own fleet, my Lord? You have many just as swift as the Chloe, surely.’


  ‘Indeed I do, and I was readying just such a ship. But then Vincente appeared unlooked for. He is the finest navigator in the empire – and moreover has defied the Ice once before, and survived. If this is to be the last throw, then who better to cast the dice than he?’


  ‘Even so,’ the king pressed, ‘a battleship alone is not a fit vessel for exploration, not without the support of merchantmen to carry supplies. What if the Chloe itself becomes trapped?’


  But Vincente, having made his decision, brushed aside the objection. ‘Our route north will takes us past Haven Diaz – we will dock briefly and resupply with all haste, and prepare the Chloe for the Ice as best as time permits. But the Sea Lord is correct, speed and precision are of the essence here. There will be no time to be held back by merchantmen, or delayed by wayward steering. The Chloe, for all its age, is faster still than most; and I will not falsely deny my skill as navigator. We are the right choice.’


  Benito sighed and shrugged. ‘When will you leave?’


  ‘Tonight,’ said Vincente, eyes upon the Sea Lord.


  Ibanez gave an appreciative nod. ‘Aye, captain. Under cover of darkness would be wise. On the morrow I will report to the Lords of the Fleet all that we have discussed here, and announce that you have departed upon a last rescue mission, and that you will return by the spring. If the thing is already done, what choice will the jackals have but to wait?’


  ‘They won’t be happy,’ was Benito’s comment. ‘There will be fury and accusations … but yes, I think they’ll wait, one last time.’


  ‘Very well then,’ said the Sea Lord. ‘Vincente, I will send the captains of the Thorn and the Dolphin to you this afternoon, so that you may discuss the course of your voyage, and learn what you may from them.’


  ‘Thank you, my Lord.’


  The old man nodded and leant on his stick as if to push himself to his feet, but Vincente forestalled him.


  ‘My Lord, there is one other small matter to be dealt with – the question of the boy here, and his future.’


  Ibanez blinked. ‘Question, Captain? His fate is clearly prescribed. I would hardly have invited him here – and let him hear what he has just heard – otherwise. It’s an unfitting reward for one so bold perhaps, but you must have known it when you took him from his home.’


  Dow felt a stab of alarm, and stared from the Sea Lord to Vincente inquiringly. But it was Fidel who answered him, his tone regretful. ‘Dow, it is the law that any foreigner who sets foot upon the Twelfth Kingdom is forbidden from ever leaving it again. It’s a precaution of security, to ensure that no detailed report of this ship ever reaches any of our subject lands.’


  Dow’s mouth dropped open in disbelief. Did they mean that he was a prisoner here? Forever?


  The Sea Lord was considering him kindly. ‘You will of course be our guest, and free to live whatever life you want here. The Twelfth Kingdom is after all an entire city unto itself, and there are no end of rewarding professions available to one who is willing to learn.’


  But Dow had eyes only for Vincente now. ‘You didn’t tell me,’ he accused. ‘When you asked me to come, you didn’t say anything!’


  Vincente stared back, apparently unmoved. ‘I did not ask – I commanded you to come. The matter was too important to permit you choice.’


  ‘The lad wasn’t told?’ mused the Sea Lord. ‘That is unfortunate. Nevertheless, he has seen far too much now …’


  ‘My Lord,’ said Vincente, sitting up formally, ‘I well understand our law, and if I was embarking now for any of the subject lands I would have no choice but to leave Dow here. And it is certain that he can never be allowed to return to New Island. But the boy has a hunger to sail. Indeed, I have broken with all custom and allowed him to train as an able seaman. And I remind you that I embark now for no land, but rather for the landless north, where there is only ice, and no chance for him to escape or to betray our secrets. I ask your permission – in acknowledgment of my debt for his aid, and for my deception in bringing him here – to take him with me.’


  Ibanez too had sat up, as if considering. Then, seemingly at some sound or movement that the others did not notice, he turned to the wheeled chair. ‘Axay? You have something to say?’


  ‘My Lord,’ came the childlike voice, in company to an unearthly shifting of limbs beneath the gauze, ‘I must indeed speak, of little importance though this matter may seem. Our law of course is our law, not to be set aside for the sake of a single New Island boy, and I feel it in my bones that, deserved or not, he is doomed one day to be imprisoned upon this vessel – not as a guest, but as a criminal, in our deepest cell. Nonetheless, I feel too that he must go on this voyage, and that if he does not, then what little hope there is of solving the mystery of your son will become no hope at all.’


  The Sea Lord stared in wonder. ‘Is this a seeing upon you?’


  ‘I have such ability greater than any other scapegoat perhaps, my Lord, but nay, in this matter I perceive things but darkly. Even so, it’s plain to me that this boy is a fulcrum upon which much fate turns. His riding of the whirlpool, his witnessing of the strange boat at Stone Port – these are beyond mere accidents. And the albatross cannot be ignored. It summoned him north, as I read it. I don’t know why, but if this voyage to the Ice is itself to be fateful, then it is necessary that he be there.’


  Ibanez took an impressed breath and considered Dow anew. ‘Very well, Captain. Permission is granted. The lad can sail with you for now. What may happen after that, we will consider when you return.’


  Vincente bowed his head. ‘My thanks, Lord.’


  Now Ibanez did rise – and everyone else with him. He motioned to the guards, and one moved to the wheeled chair. ‘One last thing, my Lord,’ spoke the creature from behind the veil. ‘A word to my fellow scapegoat …’


  Everyone turned to Nell, all but forgotten throughout the meeting. She stood at the far end of the table from the wheeled chair, and Dow noted her look of intense unease at being addressed by its occupant


  ‘Ignella of the Cave,’ said Axay, ‘it takes no seer to divine the truth about you, it is evident in your every pose and gesture. Nevertheless, I will not shame you with it now, for indeed it no longer matters. You have been caught up in a greater fate that you bargained for. You have not the gift of foretelling, I know, but even so, a true scapegoat you will become.’


  Another amazed silence greeted this, unbroken by Nell, who only stared back at the black gauze with undisguised revulsion.


  Finally, with an almost embarrassed cough, the Sea Lord gestured again to his guards, and the wheeled chair was turned and pushed away. Ibanez trailed after it. The others waited respectfully as the old man and his retinue arranged themselves upon the platform, and then they bowed in farewell as it began to sink away, the hidden gears creaking into action once more. ‘Bring back my son, Captain,’ came the Sea Lord’s last command. Then he was gone, the floor rejoining itself slowly over his head.
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  A guard appeared at the stairwell to escort the visitors back down through the palace. Benito and Vincente moved off, deep in conversation, and the others followed behind. Dow went numbly, bewildered by all he’d just learned. That Vincente – whom he’d trusted so implicitly – could have gambled so callously with his life was a shock. That he was never to be allowed to return to his homeland – that stung hotly.


  But most of all he felt a terrible humiliation, for many on board the Chloe must have known what was in store for him, and yet no one had warned him. Instead they had let him play at being a sailor, even though they knew he was doomed to spend the rest of his days imprisoned aboard the Twelfth Kingdom. Diego, for instance, had obviously known. No doubt that was why he had laughed so confidently about soon being rid of Dow.


  As for Nell …


  Yes, she must have known too. Why, only an hour ago, down upon the lawn, hadn’t she made sly hints about New Island prisoners of the past – taunting him, for all that he hadn’t realised it?


  Dow turned to her now, to let her know, if only by a single glare, that he was aware of the cruel games she’d been playing – but Nell was walking with a blank look of shock on her face, and it reflected Dow’s own mood so exactly that he quickly looked away again. The encounter with the Twelfth Kingdom’s scapegoat, it seemed, had unsettled her deeply. A true scapegoat you will become. What in all the oceans did that refer to?


  The party descended a second flight of stairs – and Dow noticed at last that Fidel was walking at his side, watching him shrewdly.


  ‘You may not think it now,’ the first officer said quietly, ‘but you are luckier than you know, Mr Amber. There was every chance that you would be kept here forever, despite Vincente’s plea.’


  Dow – frowning – gave no reply.


  ‘You feel betrayed, no doubt. But your feelings are based on a misconception. You thought the captain your friend. But a captain’s lot is to make difficult choices for the greater good of all, not one. His personal feelings don’t come into it. Vincente is fond of you, no doubt, but your fate is not his prime concern. It can’t be.’


  Again, in his hurt and resentment, Dow said nothing. But in truth, a doubt came creeping – for when he had said goodbye to New Island, hadn’t he suspected deep down that there was a chance he might not return? Hadn’t he taken that risk upon himself, and done it gladly, his heart already given to the sea? Did the sting of being forbidden to return only reflect his shame at leaving his homeland so eagerly in the first place?


  Fidel – still studying Dow closely – might have guessed some of these thoughts, or not. But he said, ‘One good thing I can tell you. Now that your place on the Chloe is for the time being secure, we can assign you to proper duties. You’ll work your passage to the Ice and back.’


  Dow clung to his anger a moment longer, but then had to give in to curiosity. ‘What duties?’


  ‘The captain and I will consider. Whatever you might be, Mr Amber, you’re no common sailor. But a position can be found, I’m sure. Only be patient a while yet. A voyage to the Ice takes much preparation, and we’ll have little time to spare for you these next few days.’


  And more Fidel would not say.


  Their escort, meanwhile, led them down by a route that differed from their way up, so that instead of returning to the Great Hall, or to the lawn on the main deck – where no doubt the other dignitaries were waiting impatiently for the Lords to be reconvened – they passed unobserved to the gun decks below the palace, and thence to an exterior hatch and gangway.


  Here King Benito made his farewells. ‘Good sailing to you, Captain. I can’t believe that this is anything other than a fool’s errand, and that Nadal and all his companions are long dead – but if they do live, and if you can find them, then you may well be the saviour of the empire.’


  ‘The empire may well need saving,’ responded Vincente, ‘if the Stone Port attack goes un-investigated.’


  ‘I’ll do my best,’ promised Benito.


  The king strode off, and the rest of them moved down the gangway to the landing, where one of the Twelfth Kingdom’s boats was ready for them. They embarked and in moments the rowers were hauling them away from the sheer wall of the capital ship’s hull.


  Dow looked back, head craned to see up to the great dome under which he had just been sitting. He felt a clammy sense of relief, of having made a narrow – and only temporary – escape. No longer did the Twelfth Kingdom appear so magnificent to him, but instead oppressive and oversized. He could imagine the dark dungeons that lay deep within its giant hull, far below the turgid waterline – where the strange occupant of the wheeled chair had foretold he would one day be sent …


  He looked away, forward over the rowers’ heads, and saw the Chloe. Until this very moment, Dow had always thought of the battleship as an enormous, heavy thing, but he was pierced now by its beauty and lightness. It was the opposite of the Twelfth Kingdom. The Chloe was prisoner of no Golden Millpond. There was agility in its sleek lines, and swiftness in the subtle rake of its masts and in its taut webs of rope and sail; a coiled speed that would spring forth the instant a wind rose.


  And Dow realised now that he had never seen that speed truly uncoiled. Throughout the crossing from New Island he had been so engrossed in the sheer novelty of being at sea that he hadn’t noticed how untested the ship had been by the voyage. It had made steady progress through fair winds and smooth seas – but it had done no more than that. And yet it was capable, he sensed now, of so much more – as was Dow himself.


  The old sea-longing rose up in him as acutely as ever, a lust almost; the thought that there might be only one more voyage in his future, followed by a lifetime’s captivity on the Twelfth Kingdom, was too agonising to bear. No. He must never come back here – or at least, he must not come back as he was now, so ignorant, so powerless, so at the mercy of others. He must rely no longer on chance to see him through, nor upon the goodwill of Vincente. His life was not the captain’s responsibility, it was his own.


  The rowers raised oars as they came alongside the battleship. Dow clambered up the boarding ladder behind the others, his resolve expanding within him. He would not stand idly by on this voyage. Whatever task he was assigned, he would prove to himself and to everyone that he was a true seaman, so that Vincente would have no choice – for the good of the ship – but to keep him on board. And if Vincente would not, or could not …


  Then Dow would find some other way.


  Reaching the deck, he noted surprised looks on the faces of many at his presence. Of course – they had not expected him to return. They had all assumed he would be left behind, as law stated, on the capital ship. And when Dow went below to his quarters in the smithy, he was met with the greatest disbelief of all.


  ‘Dow,’ cried Johannes, throwing aside his hammer and grabbing Dow in his huge arms, his fists thumping on Dow’s back, as Nicky grinned up owlishly from beside the bellows. ‘We thought we’d never see you again. We were certain they’d keep you on that awful ship forever.’


  And even while laughing, Dow had to ask. ‘So you knew about their law too? Why didn’t you warn me?’


  At which the blacksmith dropped his arms and stepped back. ‘You are my friend, Dow Amber, but I am nevertheless a crewman upon this ship, and under the rule of its captain. Vincente ordered me to be silent, and silent I stayed.’ And at the dark, perplexed look on Dow’s face, he added. ‘It was also Vincente, you should know, who suggested I invite you to live down here with us. He knew you would never be happy in the officers’ quarters. And it was Vincente, too, who suggested I encourage you to train as an able seaman.’ He watched Dow absorb this, then said. ‘Can you forgive me?’


  And Dow found that he could – Johannes, at least. He still wasn’t sure if he could forgive the captain.
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  Later that afternoon he went topside once more and found the Chloe making ready to depart. Vincente – so word said – had spent the afternoon closeted with the captains of the Thorn and the Dolphin, and now the order was to make sail as soon as darkness fell. The hope, it seemed, was to slip away unnoticed in the night before their enemies learned of their mission.


  But that hope was to be thwarted, for just on dusk, a boat came rowing swiftly from the Twelfth Kingdom – bearing none other than Lieutenant Diego of the Diamond, nephew to the King of Valdez.


  Dow watched from the rail as the boat pulled alongside and a ladder was lowered. He was sure that the captain had been quite prepared to sail without Diego – and the lieutenant, by the look, had not willingly come back. He climbed up the ladder with an expression as glowering as Dow had ever seen him wear. But no doubt his uncle, having somehow got wind of the Chloe’s expedition, had changed his plans and remembered that, conveniently, Diego was still officially a member of its crew.


  Dow glanced to the high deck, hoping that Vincente would appear and deny Diego permission to board – but there was no such development. Perhaps the captain believed that a spy who was known to be a spy could do no great harm. But watching Diego stride ill-temperedly across the deck to the stern castle, Dow was not so confident. And also, although his feelings about Nell were no clearer than they had been all afternoon, he hated the idea that Diego would now be near to her again.


  Night lowered, and around the Chloe the sea came alight with the many lamps of the fleet and the Twelfth Kingdom. But no lamps were lit on the battleship. At a soft word from the high deck, the sails were raised in a faint night breeze, and slowly the ship made off northwards.


  Dow stood at the rail and watched the armada fall away behind, thinking over all the strange events of the day, and of the circumstances that had seen him launched on this, the second voyage of his life. It’d been the creature Axay who’d settled the matter, by pronouncing that the search for the Lord Designate could not be fateful if Dow was not on board – but how could it be that his presence was linked to the survival of someone so high and august as Nadal, a prince that Dow had never even laid eyes upon?


  But just as the last lights were slipping over the horizon, a realisation came. I’ve been sending merchantmen in pairs, the Sea Lord had said, speaking of the search for his son, most recently in the autumn of last year, and then again this spring. The autumn of last year! But it had been exactly then – over a year ago now, back home in the high forests of New Island – that Dow had looked out from the headland and spied two ships far below, battling the seas in the storm’s wake; the very pair that had so ignited his desire to leave Yellow Bank and seek for the sea.


  Surely they must be the same vessels. They had been driving north towards the Ice, had they not, where otherwise even the Ship Kings had little reason to go? Yes. He had wondered then where they were bound and why they would roam there – now he knew. They had been sailing in search of Nadal. And because of them Dow had left his home, and now stood upon a ship that was heading north upon the very same mission.


  He turned his face to the blackness of the north, feeling a coldness settle over him, a net of fate in which he was trapped inescapably. Or perhaps it was just an extra bite of winter, already in the air.
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  5. OF ICE AND NICRE


  For that night and all the next day the Chloe crept northeast across the sluggish waters of the Millpond, and then in the evening sighted land at last, a lonely cape rising out of the sea, rocky and bare in the sunset. This, Dow was told, was the southern extremity of the peninsula that formed the Kingdom of Argive. They sailed on, and by the next morning had rounded the cape to leave the Millpond behind and were heading north along Great Island’s western shores.


  Here they were exposed once more to the weather of the wider world, and had to fight their way into stiff winds and choppy seas. For two further days they pressed northwards, and all the while Dow stood at the landward rail, staring at the distant coastline. There was little enough to observe other than stony hills and headlands, interspersed by a few small harbours and villages, for the larger ports and towns of Argive – one of the poorer kingdoms, by all accounts – were situated on its sheltered east coast. Nevertheless, this was Dow’s first foreign shore, and the otherness of the landscape, so different from green New Island, was strangely compelling.


  The hills grew higher the further north they went, and then midway through the second afternoon they passed a blunt cape that marked the border between Argive and Valignano. The Chloe was now officially in home waters. But little else changed. Dow could spy larger villages along the coast, and what appeared to be vineyards on the hillsides, but otherwise Valignano, like Argive before it, looked a hard and barren land.


  But at dusk Vincente steered the Chloe closer in to shore and entered a sprawling bay that opened eastward between wide arms, and here the country was gentler, tenanted with fields and farms. They sailed on through the darkness, guided by lights shining from several towns set around the bay, and before dawn had reached the narrowing head of the inlet, where stood Haven Diaz, the Chloe’s home port, and capital city of Valignano.


  The ship was warped in to the dock and tied up by sunrise, and Dow was on deck to behold the town. After the wonders of the Twelfth Kingdom, he’d expected similar grandeurs of a Ship Kings city, but as the light grew, Haven Diaz was revealed to be surprisingly modest in size. Indeed, as far as Dow could see, it was hardly any larger than Stone Port, and certainly nowhere near as large as the great New Island city of Lonsmouth.


  Haven Diaz did, however, possess an air far more ancient and venerable than either of those New Island towns. It was built on steep slopes around an elbow-shaped harbour and its buildings loomed straight out of the water, rising very tall and leaning together over narrow streets. Walls were painted almost universally white, but their foundations by the waterside were of naked stone, and the great blocks were dark and primeval, as worn and weathered as the hills, but solid yet, and enduring.


  This was a city much older, Dow guessed, than any on New Island. And wealthier too, for – despite its age – it displayed none of the dilapidation or neglect so apparent in Lonsmouth and Stone Port; there were no slum districts or crumbling wharves. Instead the docks were in full repair and jammed with shipping. Tall warehouses reared behind the waterfront, packed, no doubt, with tribute gathered from all over the empire. Glass-fronted shops lined neat cobbled streets, and on the hillsides above rose great houses and mansions, surrounded by terraced gardens and creeper-laden walls.


  In short, Haven Diaz spoke to Dow of a prosperity and privilege far beyond its size. And rising over all, atop a steep crag, was the castle of Valignano’s king, Benito of the Silver Tern – though he was not, as Dow knew, currently at home. It was in part a fortress, as forbidding as the Stone Port keep, but lofting above its outer bastions rose a palace far more ornate than anything Stone Port could boast, a soaring pink-walled chateau with gilded balconies and many windows that caught the rising sun.


  But then even the homes of the humbler folk, the crowded tenement buildings down by the waterline, were stately and proud by New Island standards. And from these tenements, as the morning progressed, the Ship Kings townsfolk – a well dressed and well fed people, to Dow’s eye – came to mass about the Chloe’s wharf, welcoming home the flagship of their fleet. In particular, a throng of laughing woman and children gathered by the gates; the families of the crew, waiting eagerly for their husbands and fathers to disembark and begin their shore leave, after four long months away.


  But in fact there was to be no leave for the crew, and the women and children were sent off weeping. This was no homecoming, but merely a swift stop to refit and resupply. There followed thus three days of furious activity, to ready the ship for the Ice.


  The great hatches on the main deck were thrown open, and huge amounts of stores were lowered down to be crammed into the hold, including special winter clothes for the crew. Moreover, the cannon from the First and Second Gun decks were lifted out by crane and deposited on the dock, leaving only the Third Gun deck armed. For the Chloe was embarking not upon a voyage of war but of rescue, and required speed above all else, as well as protection against the wild seas of the north.


  To that end, all the gunports – even on the Third Gun deck – were sealed tightly shut with a hard waterproof resin, leaving no quick way, should the unlikely need ever arise, to open them.
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  Dow took no part in any of these preparations, for he had not heard yet from Commander Fidel regarding an assigned duty. Nor was he allowed ashore to explore Haven Diaz. He spent most of his time therefore idling impatiently on the main deck, either staring out from the rail to watch the townsfolk move about their busy streets, or gazing into the open depths of the Chloe, to watch the constant work of loading and unloading.


  In the early afternoon of the third day Johannes came topside to empty some furnace slag over the rail, and paused a moment by Dow to observe one of the last of the cannons being hoisted out.


  ‘I know they’re only dead weight now,’ the blacksmith said, as the gun, hung securely from the loading crane, soared slowly up and away, ‘but it’s always sad to see a battleship stripped down.’


  Dow nodded. Already the Chloe felt a lesser vessel; hollowed out and defenceless, even though the coming enemy would be the cold, not cannon fire. Some of the gunners and marines were also being put off, the crew reduced to the minimum number needed for sailing alone. And yet things were being added to the ship as well. Dow pointed to the bow, where large devices of metal and glass where being fitted on the forecastle. ‘Are they lamps of some kind?’ he asked.


  ‘Aye. In the arctic regions to which we are bound – at this time of year – the darkness of night will be eternal. Those are ice lamps, so that we’ll be able to find our way through the many hazards of berg and floe, and mist and fog, despite the winter darkness.’


  Dow felt an ominous chill. Eternal night? He couldn’t imagine how any lamp, no matter how large or brilliant, could hope to defy that.


  ‘They are not normal lanterns,’ Johannes added. ‘They burn refined whale oil, the most rare and expensive of all oils. A cupful would pay a sailor’s wages for a month, and it burns with the fierceness of gunpowder, giving off a dazzling light. But you will never have seen it, I know. Few have, for the Ship Kings commandeer its entire supply for their use alone.’


  Dow glanced to his friend, puzzled by the sudden bitterness in his tone.


  The blacksmith shrugged in apology. ‘The oil is a product of my own Twin Isles. Whale hunters risk life and limb to obtain it, and then labour long to refine it. But the Ship Kings spare us none for our own use. It’s a source of much discontent.’ Johannes shifted his gaze further along the docks, his usually mild eyes smouldering for a moment. ‘They have grown fat off their empire, our overlords, and off the sweat of many honest folk, both in my homeland and yours. But what’s to be done about it?’


  Dow looked in the same direction. Beyond the Chloe the docks were crowded with smaller craft – fishing boats and coastal traders – and with many larger sea-going merchantmen; but there were also three warships, left behind apparently from the mustering of the Lords of the Fleet. Two frigates and a battleship. They were at ease, slumbering in their home port, but still they testified to brute force and dominion.


  Dow said, ‘And yet, for all their empire, Haven Diaz is no great city. I thought it would be bigger.’


  ‘Ah, now,’ advised Johannes, ‘don’t be fooled. Haven Diaz might not seem so large, but remember, it’s the capital of only one of the kingdoms, and a small kingdom at that. There are many towns about Great Island larger than this, and there are grand cities in Valdez and Castille that dwarf even Lonsmouth in size.


  ‘And there’s another thing to keep in mind. The Ship Kings do not lavish the bulk of their wealth upon their towns and cities. These are only secondary places to them, temporary residences for mariners not at sea, or homes for the women and children and old men. Most of the Ship Kings’ riches, and all of their pride, goes into their ships and their fleets.’


  Dow could well believe it. He’d first assumed that the armada gathered around the Twelfth Kingdom – over one hundred warships – was the sum total of the Ship Kings’ strength. But if the other kingdoms were the same as Valignano, and had each left a third of their fleet behind in port, then their true strength must be even greater – one hundred and fifty warships, maybe. Plus an equal number at least of merchantmen.


  Three hundred vessels. It was a power beyond challenging, no matter what dreams of freedom the other Isles might privately cherish.


  But then Dow remembered a question he’d been meaning to ask ever since returning from the Twelfth Kingdom. ‘Johannes – the boat the captain and I saw on the night of the Stone Port attack; Vincente thinks it could have come from the Twin Isles, that craftsmen there may have devised some new device in secret. But you’re a Twin Islander – and a craftsman.’


  Johannes gave him a sidelong look. ‘The captain himself spoke to me of this the day after the attack – and I’ll tell you the same as I told him. I haven’t lived upon Red Island for twelve long years now, and if there are secret doings afoot there, I wouldn’t know of them. But in any case, I’m aware of no method or skill or art that would allow a boat to move as you described – I’ve not heard of such a thing even in wish or theory.’


  ‘Then where do you think the boat came from?’


  ‘The captain asked me that also, and again, I will repeat my own words – there is half a world that lies unseen to us.’


  ‘You mean beyond the Doldrums? Vincente said the same to the Sea Lord, but I don’t think anyone believed it could be true.’


  Johannes nodded. ‘I can well see why. Even so …’ Dow frowned. ‘Would you tell me, even if you did know anything of the boat, or if it came from your homeland?’


  But at that the blacksmith only laughed. And then they were interrupted, for a midshipman approached and addressed Dow. ‘New Islander, Commander Fidel requests your presence in the Great Cabin.’


  ‘Now?’ Dow asked.


  ‘At the third bell,’ the boy replied. His manner was peculiar, haughty, but cautious too, as if he was uncertain of just how haughty he could be. ‘Do you know where the Great Cabin is?’


  ‘He knows,’ said Johannes. ‘He was invited to a banquet there once, with the governor of New Island.’


  The midshipman stared doubtfully, then turned away.


  The blacksmith watched him go. ‘So now,’ he said to Dow, ‘does Fidel finally have a job for you, do you think?’


  ‘I hope so.’


  Johannes seemed amused. ‘They’re more puzzled by you than ever, the junior officers. Have you noticed that?’


  Dow was taken aback. ‘Why?’


  ‘The albatross started it – but what really has them wondering is your audience with the Sea Lord. You realise, don’t you, that most of the junior officers will never even see Ibanez up close. The fact that you met him in person, and then were allowed back on board, against all law – well, it’s hard. They’d like to be able to hate you, or at least dismiss you, but you keep doing things they can’t ignore. The crew, of course, are another matter. They’re excited about this voyage to the Ice – little though they know what they’re in for – and many of them, with old Alfons’s encouragement, are giving you the credit. The albatross called you, did it not, and now the Sea Lord himself has concurred. They’ve decided you’re good luck after all.’
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  When three bells rang out, Dow made his way to the stern castle. Of all the ship, the stern castle and its interior – the officers’ realm – was the part he knew the least, for it was off limits to the common seaman. True, Dow had once resided there briefly, in the officers’ sick bay, but he had explored very little in that time, and had not returned since moving down to the smithy.


  Even so, he knew that the officers’ quarters consisted of four decks. The lower two – where the lieutenants were housed, and where Dow had stayed those few days – were set below the main deck and occupied the rear sections of the First and Second gun decks. The upper two levels, where the senior officers lived, formed the stern castle itself, and as each of those levels was twice the height of a regular deck, the castle – topped by the high deck – loomed near to four stories above the rest of the ship.


  On either side of the structure, curved stairways ascended to the high deck, and halfway up they reached a landing that ran across the castle’s front, overlooking the main deck below – the Captain’s Walk it was called. A set of tall doors opened inwards from the landing, and it was to this entrance that Dow reported, and was then ushered through by the marines on duty.


  He found himself in a short passage agleam with polished wood and brass. Narrow doors opened to the left and right, one leading to the captain’s suite, the other to the first officer’s, though Dow had never visited either. But at the end of the passage, beyond an internal stairway that came climbing up, were double doors through which he had passed once before. He knocked on them now, and then – for the first time since that night long ago in Stone Port – stepped into the Chloe’s Great Cabin.


  ‘Mr Amber,’ said Commander Fidel. ‘Welcome.’


  It was darker than Dow remembered, for there were no banquet lights blazing, and it felt much larger, too, for there was no banquet crowd. Instead there was a great, shadowy emptiness. The stern windows were shuttered against the cold, and the brightest illumination came from three lamps that hung over a long table positioned in the centre of the room. Around the table were arranged perhaps twenty empty chairs, and its surface was littered with many maps and charts, some rolled, some unrolled. More chairs, and desks, lurked in the room’s corners, and the walls bore banks of shelving that were laden with books and scrolls, all secured behind netting.


  Fidel stood over by the shuttered windows, next to a desk cluttered with what seemed to be scientific equipment. ‘Come along, lad. We’ve only a few minutes before the others arrive. I want you to see this.’


  Dow went, but hesitated when movement caught his eye from a dim corner. A single lamp burned there, and within its glow the page of a book was being turned. A face glanced up, dark eyes regarding him for a moment without expression, then lowered again to the page.


  ‘Don’t mind Nell,’ said Fidel cheerfully, ‘she’s always in here with her head in some book or other.’


  The scapegoat was bent over a bound volume set on a small table, a pen in her hand poised to write upon a sheet of paper. Dow had not seen her since their visit to the Twelfth Kingdom, and was unsettled to happen upon her now, here in her own territory. So – she could read and write, like an officer. Somehow, that only made Dow feel more awkward and out of place.


  But Fidel beckoned again, and so Dow moved to the desk. Positioned upon it were two glass jars filled with water. One sat upon a metal tripod, suspended over the flame of a small lamp, its contents swirling slowly. The other stood beside a small wooden chest.


  ‘I’ve arranged a demonstration,’ announced the first officer. ‘You will not, of course, have had the luxury of a proper education, but – for reasons you’ll soon understand – there are basic facts you must now learn. For we venture shortly to the far north, where the very laws of nature are different. To the Unquiet Ice, as we call it. Do you know of the name?’


  Dow nodded, though it was a title only of far-off dread and rumour to New Islanders, banned as they were from sailing abroad.


  ‘And do you know why the name is given?’


  ‘No, Excellency.’


  ‘Consider then, Mr Amber. The jars you see before you hold ordinary sea water, plucked last night from the harbour. The water above the flame has been kept heated since then. Place a finger in it, if you will.’


  Dow hesitated – aware, from the corner of his eye, that Nell had looked up from her book and was watching expectantly. Was this a trick of some kind? But Fidel only nodded kindly, and so he reached a finger in – and then drew it back, surprised. The water was warm, but also—


  ‘It’s thick,’ he said.


  Fidel nodded. ‘Aye – thick, and heavy, and clinging. So seawater will always become, once it has been held for long enough at a high enough temperature – somewhat higher, take note, than the oceans ever become about any of the Four Isles. And note also that I speak of seawater alone, for fresh water never displays these properties, no matter how long it’s heated.’


  Dow dipped his finger into the strange water again. It was bizarre; it felt like mud to the touch, but it was clear.


  ‘Why does this happen?’ Fidel asked. ‘Well, think a moment, Mr Amber. What is the difference between seawater and freshwater?’


  ‘Salt,’ Dow said.


  ‘Aye – but you could add all the salt you wanted to freshwater, and heat it, but it would not thicken like this. What else?’


  Dow thought, and then had it. ‘Nicre!’


  The commander smiled. ‘Nicre indeed. You know of it, no doubt, as the glass-like sheath that forms on hulls. But do you know what causes that sheath? Do you know what nicre actually is?’


  Dow strained his memory, recalling what Boiler Swan had told him one night, long ago in the Stromner inn, as unlikely as it had sounded. ‘Tiny things in the water? Too tiny to even see?’


  Fidel was impressed. ‘Perhaps learning is more advanced on New Island than I thought. That’s truly what nicre is – or at least, our scholars believe it to be so, for they have glimpsed, through special lenses that magnify greatly, strange and tiny organisms that live in seawater but not in fresh. When these creatures encounter wood, they cling to it in their millions, thus forming the hard and slippery layer that coats and preserves all ships’ hulls. A wonderful boon it is too. But be warned – nicre does more than that. Far more.


  ‘For one – as you see in this jar – the organisms thrive in warm water. Indeed, they multiply so vastly that warm water teems with them. It remains transparent to the unaided eye, but the warmer it gets, the more choked it becomes, until it is like syrup. And as in this jar, so in the ocean. It is this effect indeed that helps create the Barrier Doldrums. For there, under the blazing tropic sun, the sea becomes far warmer than we ever know it in these cooler latitudes, and hence so thick with nicre that a ship can scarcely move forward – even with wind to fill its sails.


  ‘But there never is any wind. Why that should be, our scholars do not know; whether it’s because of the stagnant, mudlike sea, or some other effect of the weather, none can say. But the doldrums are a horrible place. No wave ever rises and no currents flow, and the ocean is near to dead, for very few fish can live in water so dense. There are only slimes and algae and crawling insects … and other horrid things of which I will not speak.’


  Dow lifted a questioning eyebrow. It sounded dreadful no doubt – but they were not sailing to the doldrums.


  Fidel nodded. ‘Yes. What is all this to us, you ask? Well, lesson number two. Nicre not only alters the nature of warm water. It affects very cold water too.’ He lifted the lid on the small chest. ‘Behold.’


  The chest was metal lined and floored with sawdust, and it held a large block of gleaming white ice.


  ‘This comes to us from frozen lakes in the mountain ranges to the north of here,’ said Fidel, taking up a small sharp pick. ‘Traders carve it out whole and pack it and carry it down to sell in the towns and cities. We’ve taken a load on board just today, so that we might preserve fresh foods for the early part of our voyage. I have commandeered this block to show you exactly what we face in the Unquiet Ice. Watch closely now.’


  He chipped away at the ice until he freed a chunk about the size of a fist, which he then dropped into the second jar of water.


  Dow leant forward. The chunk of ice floated mostly submerged, with just a jagged protrusion rising above the surface. For a moment there was nothing to see; then he became aware of a faint crackling sound. At the base of the protruding ice, a white substance seemed to be growing out of the water, like a thin coat of new ice over the old. As Dow watched, the film climbed slowly upwards, the crackling sound faint but constant.


  ‘It is our friend nicre once again,’ Fidel explained. ‘The organisms do not multiply in cold water as they do in warm, but even in cold water they exist in their multitudes. And though we don’t know why, they climb upon any ice they encounter – and as they climb, they take minute amounts of water with them, which in turn freezes upon the existing ice. The amounts are miniscule, organism by organism, but look what happens …’


  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 taller.


  ‘Here in the warmth of the cabin the process will not continue long. The original 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 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 chunk of ice 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 why we call it the Unquiet Ice?’ asked Fidel. ‘It is because the far north is a wilderness of great bergs that grow and grow – to thousands 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 of the northern sea it is a constant thunder.’


  ‘But there is worse yet, New Islander,’ came a voice. It was Nell, speaking from her corner, her pen laid flat. ‘In the far far north,’ she said, her gaze unfocused and yet almost rapt, as if in contemplation of some distant vision, ‘there is no space left for the bergs even to topple, and so they pile up against each other, and grow to the very limits nature permits. Over countless years there has formed thus a great jagged rampart that rears miles high and encircles the pole entirely, blocking all further progress north. The Ice Wall, it is named. No ship has ever passed beyond it, or beheld the pole.’


  The pole, thought Dow, staring at her; the mythical top of the world, the axis upon which the globe turned …


  ‘No,’ cautioned Fidel gravely, ‘though many have died in years gone by, in ill-considered attempts to find a way through. And I say that as someone who has seen the Wall with my own eyes, as you have not, Nell.’


  Her faraway gaze went cold, and returned to the room. ‘Truly, Commander, I have only read of the Wall, and never seen it. And I heed your warning of its perils.’ She smiled thinly. ‘But I take heart, also, for do we not have Mr Amber here on board, who has been summoned by an Ice Albatross no less – and who the Sea Lord’s own scapegoat commends to us. The ship’s poet, too, has been singing his praises. We are on a fated voyage, it seems. Still, will everyone feel so fortunate when the first fingers and toes are lost to frostbite, I wonder?’ She shrugged. ‘But forgive my interruption, Commander. You have not yet told our guest of nicre’s fourth and final property.’


  ‘No, indeed.’ Fidel turned again to Dow. ‘Nicre, as you can now appreciate, is of fundamental importance. It defines much of our world, and sets the limits to where we can sail with safety or surety. But nicre possesses one last property – it destroys iron. Indeed, it attacks iron with a vehemence quite unparalleled by any rust or decay.’ He touched the metal tripod on which the first jar stood. ‘Were I to place this iron stand into seawater, it would be eaten away to nothing within a day. Take note of the Chloe in that regard. There is much iron on board, but none of it is in direct contact with the sea, and the outer hull must be kept completely free of it, even to the smallest nail.’


  Dow blinked in bemusement. In all his time aboard the Chloe, and in the months before that, sailing across the Claw in Nathaniel’s little fishing boat, the Maelstrom, he’d never noticed this fact.


  ‘No ship of iron will ever sail the seas, that much we know for certain.’ Fidel snuffed out the flame under the first jar. ‘But it is the Unquiet Ice that concerns us at present. And you in particular, Dow, for you see—’ But here he halted, for the doors of the Great Cabin were thrown open with a bang. ‘Ah, gentlemen. Thank you for coming. Be seated, please.’


  Four lieutenants had arrived – Diego among them, Dow immediately saw. And they in turn paused to stare warily, noting Dow’s presence.


  ‘Sit, sit,’ Fidel instructed, going to the head of the long table. ‘You too, Mr Amber. This involves you as well.’


  The lieutenants, still with doubtful glances at Dow, positioned themselves up and down the table. Dow himself, cautious, took a chair at the lowest end, furthest from Fidel. Nell, meanwhile, had leant back from her book to watch proceedings. As scapegoat she was entitled to attend any meeting she chose, and yet Dow wondered – did his own presence have anything to do with hers? Her last speech had displayed a new and particular hostility towards him, mocking not his ignorance, as was usual, but rather his growing reputation among the crew. And yet why should that bother her so?


  Fidel cleared his throat. ‘To the matter then. I’ve called you four here because you are the four most junior lieutenants on board – and I’ve included Mr Amber for reasons I will explain in a moment.’


  Dow glanced to Diego in surprise. He hadn’t realised until then just how junior Diego was, to be among the lowest four of all in rank.


  ‘As you know,’ Fidel continued, ‘we are bent upon a voyage to the north, in search of the lost fleet of the Lord Designate. We must venture into the Unquiet Ice, a perilous region for any ship, and even more so for one the great size of the Chloe. We may well come across many a narrow crevice or passage that must be investigated, and yet into which the Chloe cannot hope to sail. In such circumstances we will launch boats.


  ‘To that end, four of the Chloe’s cutters are being refitted to be made ready for arctic conditions. We’re giving them tougher rigging to withstand the northern gales, and bracing the planking of their bows to cope with collisions upon bergs and floes.


  ‘Now command of such boats always falls to the junior lieutenants – to you four, in other words – nevertheless, it is a position of importance, for on a mission such as ours a boat may have to strike out for some distance, and for some number of days, on its own. What’s more, none of you, I know, have ever ventured to the Ice before, and so have little idea of what to expect. For that matter, some of you have limited experience with handing small craft at all, especially in close quarters under sail.


  ‘And so we come to Mr Amber.’ Four heads swivelled to stare down the table at Dow. ‘He is, of course, no officer – but it would be foolish to ignore his experience in small boats. He is a fisherman, wise in the ways of treacherous waters and narrow passages; you all, I know, witnessed his riding of the maelstrom. He will not be in command of a boat, but he will assume a second-in-command position in the craft of our most junior, and least experienced, lieutenant. Understood, Mr Samson?’


  Dow’s astonishment at this news was matched perhaps only by that of Samson himself, the youngest officer present, sitting close to Dow’s end of the table. His face – he looked no older than most of the boyish midshipmen – was only vaguely familiar to Dow, even after two months at sea, for he was not prominent among his fellow lieutenants. He was tall, yes, a head above Dow even when both were seated, but there was a portliness to him, and a self-consciousness, that robbed his size of authority. His only response to Fidel’s question was a ducking of his eyes and a flush of his skin.


  His fellow lieutenants, however, were more visibly outraged – and Diego could not stay silent.


  ‘But this is—’ he began.


  ‘It’s an order direct from the captain,’ said Fidel. ‘And I’ve just given Mr Amber a lesson on the basics of nicre and ice, so he is quite as well informed as the rest of you – or should I say, quite as ignorant.’


  Diego glowered, but said no more.


  Fidel returned to his theme. ‘We depart with the tide tomorrow. We will, once we’re clear of land and properly underway to the North, commence a series of sea exercises with the cutters to sharpen your skills.’


  The lieutenants groaned. ‘All of us, sir?’ asked Diego, aggrieved. ‘I was winner three times of the Carcel Regatta back home. I think I can already sail a boat around an iceberg without crashing into it.’


  ‘All of you, Lieutenant.’


  Diego sighed. ‘I wouldn’t mind if there was any point to it all, but Nadal is dead; we all know that. If he wanted to go and perish in the Ice that was his business, but why should we have to suffer?’


  There came movement from Nell’s corner; she shut her book with a clap, and stood abruptly. Under the eyes of the men, she gathered her papers together and made towards the doors.


  ‘You’ll excuse me, Commander,’ she said to Fidel. ‘I’ll leave Lieutenant Diego to reflect upon his boyhood regatta wins, rather than on the noble seamen who have died in the hope of new discoveries. It’s good to know that being the nephew of a king is not his only talent. But perhaps he should be more worried; Mr Amber here may give him a run for his money in the trials.’ She paused in the doorway, her stare passing coolly over them all. ‘It’s a long time, after all – since the Great War indeed – since a Ship King has raced a New Islander.’


  Then she was gone. A laugh came from somewhere along the table, hastily suppressed. Diego turned to glare at his companions, his face reddening. Dow hid his own smile. So – he was not the only one with whom the scapegoat was displeased … Fidel was shaking his head. ‘Gentlemen, you’ll ignore her remarks, scapegoat or not. I don’t care who she has singled out as her favourites among you – these trials will be competitive, yes, but sensibly so. They will not become races to settle personal scores. Understood?’


  The other lieutenants nodded obediently, but Diego was only staring stonily at Dow.


  Personal was exactly what it was going to be.
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  6. NORTHWARD BOUND


  The Chloe departed Haven Diaz next morning, under a grey sky and in the face of a cold north-east wind. After clearing the bay, they turned north once more along the coast. By day’s end, the stony shores of Valignano had given way to the fertile fields of Castille, the largest and richest of the western kingdoms, where Ferdinand of the Scale reigned. His royal seat was the great port of Coris, but Dow was not granted a sight of the city, for it lay at the eastern end of a deep twin-armed gulf, into which the Chloe did not venture.


  They pressed on north. For two further days the coast of Castille slid slowly by, and then a mountainous peninsula reared ahead, the kingdom of Leone. Its inland peaks were tinged with snow, but they were different mountains compared to the wet and green highlands of Dow’s home, for their lower slopes were brown and bare of grass or forests. A day later, the Chloe had rounded the peninsula and stood off the very north-western point of all Great Island, and the path to the Ice lay open.


  Yet hemmed in by north winds, Vincente now steered eastwards for a time, keeping in sight of land. The northern shores of Leone slid by, followed next day by the wild hills of the realm of Marchis. A day further on again they’d reached the barren coastline of Malmonte – a kingdom consisting almost entirely of desert. Its capital was Illreste, but before that city hove into view, the wind changed to blow clean and strong from the southwest. Gratefully, the Chloe turned north once more, and so at last left Great Island altogether behind.


  Now the voyage was truly begun. To Dow, the ship seemed to shake off a strange lethargy imposed by the nearness of land, and leap towards the open horizon. Lighter now by the dead-weight of over sixty cannon, the Chloe might indeed have been a new ship entirely; livelier in sea-manner, heeling and rolling more sharply than before, but also lifting more freshly into an oncoming swell, and riding more easily before the wind.


  But it was in the crew – also trimmed by some hundred-odd souls – that Dow noted the greatest transformation. On the voyage from New Island they had seemed as well-drilled a company as any he could imagine, but in hindsight their efficiency had verged on boredom.


  There was no boredom now. This was no routine voyage in familiar waters, this was an expedition into the little known realm of the Ice, undertaken at the worst time of the year in which to do so. And more, this was a last desperate mission to rescue close to a thousand of their fellow mariners who, if not already dead, were surely not far from it.


  The awareness seemed to enliven everyone on board, from the captain all the way down to the lowest cook’s assistant. Once the land sank away behind the Chloe’s stern, a new urgency quickened in everyone’s step and a new sharpness gleamed in everyone’s glance – and, yes, even a nervousness. For though the Ice and its perils might lie far ahead yet, there were dangers aplenty to be found before then, in the wilds of the northern ocean.
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  It was now too that the boat trials began.


  The summons from Fidel came on the second day out from land. When Dow duly reported to the main deck he found himself assigned to one of four small crews waiting by the davits. The Chloe bore eight boats in all, of various shapes and sizes, but only four – of a type known as cutters – had been refitted for the ice regions. Each cutter would take a crew of six rowers, plus a lieutenant as commander, seconded by a midshipman.


  Dow stood uncertainly to one side of his own crew. His was the only party not to include a midshipman, for Dow himself was to be second-in-command. The question was, would a Ship Kings crew accept such an arrangement; a New Islander in position of authority over them? Would Lieutenant Samson accept it? And most importantly – to Dow’s mind – could they all work together well enough to outperform Diego’s boat?


  Samson’s manner was not encouraging. At first he avoided Dow completely, issuing instructions in a slightly reedy voice to the men to ready their cutter for launch. Then Diego chimed in to make things worse; glancing across from his own boat, where he’d been snapping short-tempered orders to his crew, he called out, ‘Mind your midshipman there, Mr Samson, he’s wont to go looking for whirling holes in the ocean into which he can plunge.’ In response to which, Samson shot Dow a harried, angry look, as if it was all his fault.


  But then a wiry figure sidled up to Dow and gave a friendly half-salute – it was none other than Alfons. Dow hadn’t even noticed, in his distraction, that the poet was part of his crew. The weathered old sailor added a wink, and, with a nod towards Diego, muttered slyly from the side of his mouth. ‘Never you mind, Mr Amber. We all know he don’t like you – but who’s he anyway? A Valdez man, for one, and none too loyal to the captain or to this ship, from what I hear. Nah – us lot below decks don’t pay heed to the likes of him; we make up our own minds. You’re good luck, lad, we know it.’


  ‘I am?’ said Dow, unnerved to hear this yet again.


  ‘Oh, aye. That’s why we volunteered for this duty, me and my mates. But young Samson there, well, it can’t be easy for him. He’s a sad stick at the best of times, and now his own kind are laughing in his face because he’s stuck with you as a second. And yet he knows, too, that you’re ten times the sailor he’ll ever be. He saw you in the whirlpool, same as the rest of us.’


  Dow was struck silent a moment, watching the flustered Samson. He hadn’t thought about it that way.


  ‘Anyways,’ said Alfons, ‘he ain’t mean at heart, is what I’m saying. It’s just that he’s too green to know what’s what yet, and all he has to go on is what a propped-up fool like Diego tells him.’


  Dow could only smile. Were crewmen really supposed to talk about their officers like this? However, Alfons had already tipped him another wink and slipped away to assist his fellow sailors with the boat, just as Samson himself approached. Dow stood straight and gave the lieutenant a smart salute.


  Samson returned it, his hand fluttering awkwardly, and said, ‘At ease, Mr Amber. I’m instructed by Commander Fidel that for the purposes of this exercise, you will assume the rank of acting midshipman.’


  ‘Aye, Excellency.’


  The young lieutenant nodded with an attempt at severity, but his eyes had trouble meeting Dow’s. ‘Very well then. But you will kindly remember that this is not a fishing boat, and that it’s my boat. You will man the tiller – but you will steer only as I order. Understood?’


  ‘Understood, Excellency,’ was Dow’s firm reply.


  The preparations complete, the Chloe reduced sail and slowed, and the four cutters were swung out from their davits and lowered to the sea. Bouncing up and down in the chop, the crews clutched lines trailing from the battleship’s side, awaiting the order to cast off. The day was fair but cold, the sun pale in the southern sky, the wind blowing stiff and chill from the west.


  Dow made brief tests of the tiller as his boat surged against the ropes, noting how differently it handled from the Maelstrom, the only other craft he’d ever piloted. The cutter – it was named the Chloe 4 – was about twenty-five feet long, with four benches that could seat two men side by side. It was usually rowed, not sailed, and so normally carried only a small mast that could bear a single canvas. Now a larger, sturdier rig had been installed – a mast and boom capable of carrying two sails; a mainsail rear of the mast, and a headsail before it. Dow knew nothing at all about steering with such a configuration of canvas; nevertheless, he couldn’t wait to be away.


  At last Fidel called his instructions down to the boats. ‘Your task is to bear north-west until you stand a mile off the bow; you will then bear west for a mile, then north for a mile, and then directly back to the Chloe, which will be northeast of you by then. The signaller here on board will mark each turn by raised ensign, so keep an eye out. The lead boat at each signal will drop a bottle marker, and all following boats must turn at that mark. The first crew home earns double wine ration tonight. Understood? Very well then – cast off!’


  Straightaway, the Chloe 4 fell behind.


  The other boats – their crews calling challenges to each other, and their lieutenants loudly wagering silver coins – quickly raised sail and dashed off on the northwest tack. But Samson dithered nervously with setting the Chloe 4’s sails, and even after they were raised, kept changing his orders about their reefing and trimming. Dow too was at a loss initially; the rudder was more sensitive than he was used to, and the bow was more liable to turn than the Maelstrom’s had been. Between his own inexperience and Samson’s, their early progress was a lurching succession of accidental jibes and near broaches into the wind. And all the while the other boats skipped further ahead, the laughter of their crews fading in the distance.


  Eventually, however, Dow began to get a feel for the new craft – it was a less stable vessel than the Maelstrom, but one, thanks to its more complex rigging, with greater power and manoeuvrability, especially close to the wind. He could imagine that the cutter would make for some fine sailing indeed – if only someone other than Samson was in charge.


  On top of his indecision, the lieutenant seemed to have no natural instinct at all about boat handling. It was obvious to Dow that they should be steering closer to the wind than they were, and that the sails were drawn much too taut, so that air was spilling from them uncaptured. But when Dow tried to bring the bow around a little, Samson rebuked him sharply – and Dow could issue no commands about the sails, even though Alfons was grinning at him when the lieutenant wasn’t looking.


  ‘First signal, Excellency,’ said one of the other sailors, who had been given the task of watching back to the Chloe.


  Far ahead the leading boat was turning west now, dropping a sealed bottle – painted red – in its wake. With a sinking heart, Dow saw that it was Diego’s boat. He was sure he even glimpsed Diego himself staring back to laugh at how far Samson and Dow had fallen behind ...


  It was embarrassing. Dow had pictured this race many times in his head, and in those imagined encounters he had always triumphed. In some of them, a desperate Diego had even resorted to cheating – and still Dow had always beaten him! But it wasn’t happening that way at all in reality. Diego didn’t need to cheat – he was winning easily, and fairly.


  And so it went for that whole first trial. At each marker, the Chloe 4 wallowed further behind the rest of the flotilla, and Dow’s frustrations mounted helplessly, for there was nothing he could do about it. They were a full mile astern of the others when they turned back for the Chloe at last, and by the time Samson navigated to the battleship’s side, the first three boats had already long finished and been hauled back on board.


  On deck, Dow and his crew found Diego collecting winnings from his admiring fellow lieutenants. ‘Never fear, Samson,’ Diego called happily, pocketing the silver coins, ‘no one expects you to wager anything. It wouldn’t be sporting, after all – not with two beginners in your boat.’ Samson blushed red.


  And if Diego’s glee wasn’t bad enough, Dow saw that Vincente was on the high deck, watching on. What would the captain think of such inept sailing? But worst of all was Nell. She was at the high deck rail, hands jammed in her pockets, a fond smile curled amid the scars of her face as she gazed down at Diego.


  Dow’s mood sank lower. He felt that he’d been tricked. He suspected now that Nell’s taunting of Diego in the Great Cabin had been but a ploy to stiffen Diego’s resolve and make him sail all the better – and to make all the bigger fool of the New Island boy.


  ‘Or perhaps Samson was slowed by something dragging behind,’ Diego was laughing now to his friends. ‘Like a New Island fishing net …’


  Humiliated and disgusted, Dow fled below.
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  The next day they did it all over again, and then every day after that for a further week. The exercises varied; sometimes the cutters were set a simple course to sail, as on the first day, other times they were made to perform more complex manoeuvres, like retrieving men fallen overboard, or righting the boat from a deliberate capsize. But whatever the task, in the end it was always a race back to the Chloe, and day after day, to Dow’s mortification, Diego’s boat was the victor. There was no disputing it, no matter how much Dow would’ve liked to; the Valdez lieutenant was a fine small-craft sailor.


  Samson was not – nor did he show any signs of ever becoming so. Each morning he set out seemingly intent upon mastering his boat and the sea, but by each exercise’s end he had retreated into a thwarted silence, leaving the crew to fend for themselves. Dow’s own performance improved enough to ensure that they were never again beaten as badly as the first time, but even so they always finished last – and then Dow would have to endure not only Diego’s victorious preening, but also the galling sight of Nell’s superior smile from the high deck, in testimony to her suitor’s triumphs.


  The exercises continued no matter the weather or the seas – and indeed, these both worsened as the Chloe pushed steadily north. The sky clouded over and the wind stiffened until it was a constant thing, whipping and moaning across the ocean. The smaller chop of the first few days was gradually swallowed by greater waves that reared from all quarters and then sank away again without breaking, but with foam frothing even so from their broad crests. They were no particular threat or hindrance to the Chloe, but they loomed impressive and forbidding from the low seats of the cutters.


  The sun, if it was seen at all through the overcast, climbed lower in the southern sky each day, and the cold deepened, both of the air and of the sea. Already, the water was so chill that a man could not hope to survive long should he fall in; the exercises for men overboard were thus carried out with an urgency that was entirely real. When Dow took his turn at jumping from the Chloe 4 he was astonished at how the shock stole his breath away, and at how quickly the water sapped the strength from his limbs. He had to be hauled back on board like a giant infant. Afterwards, only the heat of the forge in the smithy seemed to truly warm him through again.


  But despite the deepening cold and the darkening days and the regular insult of Diego’s victories, these were in fact the most satisfying times Dow had yet known at sea. Partly it was because he finally had a purpose on board, after so many weeks of idleness, and partly it was the simple pleasure he found in sailing a small swift craft in open waters, no matter how clumsy its commander. But mostly it was the ocean itself, and the sheer majesty and desolation that was revealed in it, the further north the Chloe sailed.


  It was a sea that now seemed incapable of calmness, where the sky was never blue and where the wind was never less than a gale; an ocean in which even a travelled ship like the Chloe was a stranger. It was frightening, such vastness and hostility, but it was beautiful too, and sometimes Dow would stand for hours on the main deck, shivering in his timberman’s jacket, soaked by spray or by rain, but unable to look away.


  This was what he had left his home to behold …
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  It was also during the trials that Dow saw his first sea monster.


  The encounter took place on the last afternoon of the exercises. Fidel had set the cutters a course roaming far out eastwards from the Chloe – almost beyond sight – before turning back. And it was at that turning point, with the Chloe 4 already well behind the other three craft, the race lost yet again, that Alfons suddenly pointed further to the east, and shouted, ‘Lieutenant – look!’


  A mile or so off, appearing and then disappearing as the grey waves rose and fell, something huge rolled low in the water.


  Samson peered uncertainly. ‘Is it a whale?’


  The poet nodded. ‘A big one – but dead, maybe.’ The old sailor was squinting hard. ‘At least, there’s something wrong with it …’ Dow watched the shape intently. It was long and black, streaked with white discolorations, and big enough that surf broke across it, but due to the distance and the intervening waves, it was impossible to tell more. Without thinking he said, ‘We have to get closer!’


  Samson gave an annoyed glance – but it was clear that his own curiosity was roused. He looked west to the far-off Chloe, and to the other cutters already well advanced on their homeward leg. ‘I suppose it hardly matters now. And the captain would want us to investigate.’


  They came about and made for the object. Its true size became ever more apparent, the closer they approached. Dow caught glimpses of immense flippers, and a mighty tail – but they were lifeless, merely flopping back and forth as the thing rolled sluggishly in the swell.


  ‘It’s a whale sure enough,’ said Alfons. ‘An old bull, by the look. Must be a hundred and fifty feet long. I reckon he’s come up here to die – no other reason he’d be so far north at this time of year.’


  Dow stared on. So this was a whale – one of the great beasts that men hunted for oil, in the faraway southern seas around the Twin Isles. To think, that such a mighty creature could be caught and killed by mere men! But he could see so little; they must get closer still.


  But suddenly Alfons was yelling, his voice high with terror. ‘Turn back! Turn back! Excellency, look! Ropes! White ropes!’


  The effect was instantaneous; panic gripped the boat, the men rearing back convulsively in their seats, as if to get as far as they could from the whale in front of them. ‘Come about!’ Samson was shrieking at Dow, the fear naked in his voice. ‘Come about, you fool!’


  Dow did as he was told, but he didn’t understand. White ropes? What did that mean? What was wrong with everyone?


  ‘Does anyone see any?’ Samson asked feverishly. ‘Keep watch now! Knives at the ready, and sing out at a sighting.’


  The men were all staring over the side, their faces alert with trepidation. Dow looked too, but saw only empty water. He turned to stare back at the whale. And now, finally, he discerned a disturbing thing. What he’d thought were white markings on the whale’s skin were in fact long, rope-like tendrils. There were dozens of them draped across the carcass, stuck fast seemingly, and each of them leading down to vanish in the sea.


  ‘What is it?’ he asked, whispering almost, for such was the tension in the boat. ‘What’s happening?’


  ‘There is a Rope Fish below us,’ uttered Samson.


  The name meant nothing to Dow, but there was no mistaking the dread in Samson’s tone, or in the other men’s eyes. They sailed on in silence, the whale falling further behind. Dow could feel the fear lessening slightly around him, and finally Alfons looked up from the water long enough to note Dow’s puzzlement.


  ‘You do not know of this thing?’ the poet enquired. He gave a shuddering breath. ‘Then do not be misled by its harmless sounding name. There are few things more vile and deadly in all the ocean.’


  Dow glanced back to the whale, scarcely visible now. ‘All those ropes – they’re part of the one creature?’


  ‘Aye – although what the whole creature looks like, no one can say for certain; at best, men have glimpsed a great shapeless bulk in the depths, far below, like some monstrous jellyfish grown beyond all reason, vaster than any ship. That, and tentacles; a Rope Fish has hundreds or even thousands of them, reaching up. They’re thin, but supple and grasping, and stronger than any ship’s cable. They drift upon the ocean’s surface like seaweed, but woe be to any craft or beast that strays into their clutches.’ The old sailor addressed his fellows, ‘Look sharp now. Any hint of white, yell out!’


  ‘It will drag us down?’ Dow asked.


  It was Samson who answered. ‘Nay – the Rope Fish does not kill so quickly or so mercifully. Indeed, some scholars say that it does not mean to kill at all, that it merely takes hold of its victims for buoyancy’s sake, so that it may drift all the easier in the depths. It’s likely that the whale was already dead, or dying, before the Rope Fish took hold of it – for a dead whale floats much as does a ship. But by intent or not, the Fish’s embrace is lethal. For once one tentacle has taken hold, hundreds will follow, and they cannot be pried loose. They will reach up over the side and smother a ship, preventing it from setting sail and thus holding it fast upon the ocean.’


  ‘Nor can the crew escape,’ resumed Alfons, ‘for the ropes will capture any boat that tries to launch, and any sailor that leaps from the rail. And so a ship will drift, helpless, for many days, and not even if another ship is nearby can it come to their aid, for the ropes would clutch it as well. Men have been witnessed to go mad and raving in such straits. Others have decided that it is best to end their suffering by sinking their own vessel. But none have ever escaped. In the finish, the embrace of the Fish tightens so much that a ship will crack open, and so finally descend to the depths – but even that relief is a long time coming for the doomed crew. It is a slow, horrid way to die.’


  The whale was lost in the waves now, and the men were daring to breathe again – although they still kept watch upon the waters.


  ‘We can only be grateful,’ Alfons concluded, wiping the cold sweat from his brow, ‘that Rope Fish are rarely encountered. This is but the second I’ve beheld in all my fifty years at sea.’


  ‘And well sighted it was,’ nodded Samson. ‘You have sharp eyes yet, Alfons.’ Then to Dow he instructed, ‘Make your own course home, and fast. We seem to be clear of the thing for now, but the captain will want to be warned. The Chloe must not linger in the vicinity.’
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  So ended their final exercise. After eight days of drilling, Fidel appeared satisfied that the four crews were now ready for their duties in the Ice.


  But in fact there was to be one more launch of the cutters before the arctic regions were reached; it took place five days after the encounter with the dead whale, and fifteen days out from Great Island. The ship was roused at daybreak – which came late now, at well past nine bells, so far north were they – by a cry from the crow’s nest, the last cry Dow had expected to hear, out in the empty expanse of the northern ocean.


  ‘Land ho!’


  Dow clambered topside in surprise and beheld, in the grey winter dawn, land indeed. It was some miles off the bow to the windward side – an island, narrow and low and rocky, no more than a mile long, and fenced all about with white water that warned of reefs.


  Dow was still gazing at it nonplussed when Alfons, whose company was on watch, joined him at the rail.


  ‘A grim landfall, is it not,’ said the poet. ‘Trap Island; the northernmost isle of all the isles in the world. ’ Dow wondered – of all the isles? ‘I thought there were only four.’


  ‘Well, so there are. Four large Isles. Four habitable Isles. But there are many smaller islands in the wide seas besides. Dozens of them. Maybe even hundreds. I don’t know that anyone has ever counted them all. They are in any case mostly just barren rocks, or waterless sandbars, uninhabitable and barely worth naming. But Trap Island here is another story. Mark the reefs that extend all about it – what do you see there?’


  Dow studied the island anew. It was without greenery or life that he could see, a frigid sliver of stone, its jagged shoreline washed by white water and devoid of any beach or landing. But the shoreline was unreachable anyway, so densely did reefs crowd the seas all around. To the west, on the far windward side, great ocean swells were crashing against these reefs, but in the calm of the lee side, rocky shoals were exposed above the waves. And lodged on those shoals were many jumbled shapes, black and skeletal …


  They were ships, Dow realised. Wrecked ships, ancient and all broken to pieces, bereft of masts or rigging – but ships nonetheless, their remains preserved through untold years by slick shells of nicre.


  ‘The island’s name is well given,’ Alfons observed gravely. ‘A trap this place has indeed proved for many a doomed vessel over the centuries. Its lure is this: the two great currents that swirl in endless circles about the northern ocean meet, by evil chance, in these very waters – one from the east, one from the west. An unwary captain, or one beset by fog or foul weather, can thus be driven here long before he expects it, and so stray all unwitting upon the reefs. Be thankful then for Vincente’s skill; he has delivered us to the lee side. It would go ill for us, to be caught windward of such shore.’


  Dow gazed at the wrecks in fascination. ‘But why risk passing so close to such a place at all?’ he asked.


  ‘Isn’t it obvious? If any of the lost fleet was adrift in the northern waters, they would in time have washed up here. Vincente passes this way no doubt in search of survivors – or at the least, of wreckage.’


  Dow studied the island once more. Nothing and no one moved there. A more bleak and inhospitable spot was hard to imagine.


  ‘Aye,’ the poet added, following his gaze, ‘it would be scant reward to survive a wreck only to end up marooned on such an rock. But I’ve never heard, even in legend, of any survivor making it through the reefs to the Trap itself. Certainly none have ever been rescued from it.’ Just then an order was called from the high deck, summoning the cutter crews, and Alfons grinned morbidly. ‘To the boats, it seems. I expected as much.’


  He and Dow gathered with the others in front of the stern castle. From the Captain’s Walk, Commander Fidel explained to them that the Chloe dared go no closer to the island, so it would be up to the cutters to make a detailed search for any sign of the lost fleet.


  ‘Think of it as your final drill before the Ice,’ the first officer advised. ‘We’re looking for any recent wreckage – but do not become wrecks yourselves. Keep to the lee of the reefs, and make no attempt upon the island. Landings have been tried there before, but if old tales are to be believed, no boat has ever won through.’


  The crews – well practised now – launched their cutters and set out across the heaving sea towards the reefs. These stretched in great arcs north and south of the Trap, like talons of rock and white water, out-thrown to catch as many passing vessels as could be.


  Two of the boats bore away north, but Dow’s boat, and the boat commanded by Diego, bore south. It was demanding sailing, to keep close to the eastern line of the reefs without being dashed upon them. There in the lee of the Trap there was no surf crashing, but swells and chop still threatened, and foam swirled in wracks, and strange cross-currents sucked this way and that, contorted by invisible underwater chasms.


  They worked their way south for perhaps an hour, peering through an ever-present mist, for the breakers on the windward side were hurling up great sheets of spray that fell again in a thin rain. They saw much wreckage jammed upon the exposed shoals – broken hulls sticking up like chewed bones stuck fast in monstrous teeth – but all of it was old, and black with ancient nicre. The reefs were a graveyard of the sea, it seemed to the searchers, but no one had been buried there in many years.


  They reached the southernmost extent of the shoals – a good five miles from the island – and turned back. They were searching still, but more and more Dow found himself staring ahead to the Trap as it drew close. How strange it was to think that here was a land upon which no man had ever set foot. Not that there was any earthly reason a man would want to; it was a bare place, windswept and wet, and all its approaches were sharp with teeth. On the other hand, it was the only safe and stable refuge in all these miles of tormented seas, and if a man had to choose between the Trap and drowning …


  And then Dow saw it, a flicker of white, a motion against the dark stone. Then it was gone. He blinked and stared again. Nothing. No – there! In a dark crevice that opened near the blunt crown of the island, the flicker again. It was an arm – an arm waving, lifted above a parapet of stone. There was a man there! Sheltering in the crevice, and too weak maybe with hunger and thirst to stand, but signalling with his last strength.


  ‘Lieutenant!’ Dow cried, and pointed.


  Samson stared. The white flicker came once more.


  ‘A castaway!’ declared Alfons from the bow, having turned to look. ‘A poor wretch caught upon the Trap!’


  They all stared now, but the arm did not reappear, and Samson shook his head, doubtful. ‘It’s impossible, surely. No one has ever survived a wreck and the reefs to make safe haven on the island.’


  Dow said, ‘No one before, maybe. But that doesn’t mean it can’t ever be done. See – there are channels between the rocks, paths that a man might follow and not drown, if he was swimming for his life.’ He gave Samson a look. ‘Paths that a boat too might follow …’


  ‘You can’t be thinking—’


  ‘Excellency,’ urged Alfons, ‘if a man is there, he must be rescued. He can only have come from the lost fleet.’


  ‘Enough, seaman.’ Samson studied the island pensively, half a mile away now – but a half mile that was all surging white water and the broken-glass scatter of reefs and rocks. Then he raised his voice to hail the other boat, some distance ahead. ‘Lieutenant Diego!’


  Diego looked back, and called, ‘Samson?’


  ‘We think we spied a signal from the island!’


  Diego turned in surprise to look at the Trap. Dow stared too, but the arm did not wave again. And yet it had waved, of that he was certain. He’d even seen that the man’s shirt sleeve was ragged and torn, and extended only to the elbow. Perhaps the poor soul had expended himself to signal just that once, and was now insensible, on death’s very doorstep.


  ‘I see nothing,’ shouted Diego.


  ‘It was there,’ was Samson’s stubborn response.


  The two cutters now drew to within a dozen yards of each other, sails slackened, and wallowing in the swell. ‘Even if it was – what help can we give?’ demanded Diego. ‘It’s impossible to land upon the island, and we’re forbidden to try. Such was Fidel’s order.’


  Samson hesitated. ‘I thought it to be advice rather than an actual order. And if Fidel knew a man was there …’


  Diego was frowning across the water. ‘It was an order. We will proceed back to the Chloe. You can report whatever it is you think you saw then, if you want. But for now I suggest you follow me.’


  Alfons gave a disgruntled mutter. ‘Hark at his follow me. If it was him on that forsaken rock, he’d forget all about orders quick enough.’


  Samson glanced reprovingly at the poet, but then bit his lip and studied the island once more.


  ‘Well?’ Diego called impatiently.


  Samson shrugged. ‘Go ahead – we’ll follow you home.’


  Diego nodded brusquely and turned away, and soon his boat was cutting off for the Chloe, hove-to in the distance. Samson watched them go, then said with soft urgency, ‘What about it, men? Shall we dare the reefs? It’s not something I’d order you to do.’


  The six sailors exchanged looks, then the poet spoke up humbly. ‘Begging your pardon, Excellency, but what does Mr Amber think? No disrespect to your command, but he was the one who rode the whirlpool, was he not? And that was a worse fix than these waters.’


  Samson frowned, then nodded. ‘Aye, I’ll concede it was at that.’ He turned to Dow. ‘So then – Mr Amber?’


  Dow nodded eagerly, his thoughts already leaping beyond the reefs to the moment when they would find the dying man, the look that would be on his face as he realised he was going to live after all … ‘Very well then,’ Samson ordered, ‘lower the sail and deploy the oars. Mr Amber, you have the helm. Quickly now.’


  ‘Aye, boys,’ added Alfons, ‘and fear no reef. That old ice bird didn’t call Mr Amber into the north just to have him die on a lump of rock!’


  In moments they’d furled the sails and were rowing swiftly towards the white water. At the tiller, Dow studied the many channels that threaded between the reefs, searching for the right path through the maze. But now that he was in charge, his confidence wavered. There were paths yes … but did any lead all the way to the Trap? The island seemed further off suddenly. And even if he reached it, would he be able to land there safely? Or was he rashly – arrogantly – leading his crew to disaster? Alfons and the others might believe in omens like the albatross, but omens couldn’t steer a course.


  Then Dow shook his head, throwing off such doubts the way a dog shakes off water. He was not mistaken. The reefs, he reassured himself, were simply not as impassable as they first looked. It was just that the myth of the Trap’s invulnerability had grown over the centuries into a fact that could not be questioned – when all it had needed was a fresh eye like his, ignorant of history, to see that a way might be found.


  And yes – he spied it clearly now, a series of channels twisting between the shoals; a path to the island. Currents surged wickedly along its length, but one thing the great whirlpool had indeed taught Dow was to not be overawed merely by the sight of rushing water.


  ‘We’re going in,’ he warned the others. ‘Row steady for now, and then hard as you can when I call for it.’


  Samson laughed, high and nervous. ‘Diego has just noted our course, it seems. He does not look happy.’


  But Dow had no time to glance to Diego. Already the boat was slipping into the first channel, broaching a gap that opened barely ten yards wide between two rocky prominences. The water there rippled ominously, and beneath the surface stony walls were visible, dropping away into blackness, and Dow was reminded of the Rip, far away in the mouth of the Claw.


  Was there a cry of protest from across the wind? Dow smiled, thinking of Diego’s fury. Then he was calling to the rowers – ‘Hard now, left oars only!’ – as he turned the boat into the next channel, running northwards off the first. And now the cutter, for all its waywardness when under sail, displayed its true agility, for with the shove of the left hand oars it rounded sweetly to the right. ‘Together now,’ ordered Dow, and they were away, riding over the waves as foam hissed on reefs not a dozen feet to either side.


  So they progressed, now surging rapidly forward, now hanging back to wait for a swell to pass. Dow was taut with concentration at the tiller, alive to every movement of the wind and water, the cutter a mote awash in a white swathe of rocky teeth and broken froth. And as the surf of the windward side drew closer, so its boom and hiss grew louder, and the spray from its breakers rained more heavily, whipped on by the gale.


  But Trap Island drew closer too. And as it did so the narrow waters of the channels – against all Dow’s expectations – grew calmer. From afar, the sea about the Trap had appeared white with foam, and deadly, but up close the foam proved to be only old wrack, washed there by swirls and eddies, and the great waves that crashed on the outer reefs had long since their lost their power by the time they ran up against the island’s shore.


  But where to land? There was no beach or harbour. Then Dow spied a mossy platform of smooth stone that lay tilted at an angle to the sea. If the boat was run up over such a platform, very gently … Riding a dying wave, Dow slid the cutter in, and on his command Alfons and the other leading oarsman leapt from the bow, just far enough to gain a foothold on the bare stone above the moss, and so hold the boat steady. The others followed in a rush, and after a few moments of slipping and cursing, the eight of them had dragged the boat clear from the water.


  For an instant they only stared at each other. They had landed on Trap Island! And what amazed Dow most was the sudden quiet of the place. The roar of the surf, the nagging of the gale, everything had pulled back into the distance, now that they were ashore.


  Then he remembered why they had come. ‘The castaway!’ he declared, turning to gaze up to the narrow crest of the island.


  ‘Antonio, Luca,’ ordered Samson, selecting two of the sailors, ‘stay with the boat. The rest of you follow me.’


  And they were off, scrambling up the stony incline. Every rock was drenched with spray, and the wind grew bitter once more as they climbed, but at close hand the island was not as utterly barren as it had appeared from afar; tiny green things grew in cracks and holes, and small crabs scuttled out of their way. It seemed to Dow that a shipwrecked sailor could indeed survive here, for a time. The crest loomed ahead, and he recognised the crevice from which the arm had waved, a deep groove cut in the ridge, the only shelter in sight.


  ‘Hallo!’ Dow called. ‘You there!’


  Up they clambered to the crevice’s rim, and even as they reached it the wind gusted hard and a white thing flapped up from within. Not an arm – they all recognised that instantly – but rather a strip of canvas, ancient and discoloured, dirty white at one end, split into shreds like grasping fingers, and black at the other end, from mould, so that it looked like a sleeve; a strip of canvas blown there from some long-ago wreck on the reef, and snagged amid the rocks, to flap whenever the wind caught it just so. Otherwise the crevice was bare of anything save for a few puddles of mossy water.


  The six of them stood and stared down at those puddles, and at the rag of canvas. Dow’s first reaction was one of fury at such deception. It was all for nothing! But then Alfons was roaring with laughter. The poet snatched up the strip of canvas and held it high. ‘Here we are, lads – a fine castaway to risk our lives and limbs for! No doubt he’s been signalling for many a long year, until someone was fool enough to answer his call.’


  Then they were all laughing – for what else was there to do? Even now, as Alfons waved the thing about, the fragment of old sail looked comically like a man’s arm waving frantically.


  Then the old sailor sobered, and let the canvas drop to his side. ‘Even so – look where we now stand; where none have before. Fools we might be, but we’ve done something no other fool ever dared.’


  They fell silent at that, and turned from the crevice to climb the last few yards to the island’s highest point. Stony slopes tumbled away on every side, and beyond spread the reefs, revealed now in all their intricacy, the twisted peaks of a great undersea ridge of which the Trap itself was the summit. On the western side was the breaking line of the surf, the sea beyond hidden by clouds of rolling spray, and to the east the ocean extended off to the grey horizon, heaving and empty and friendless.


  If they had indeed been shipwrecked mariners, it was a view that would have brought only despair. And yet Dow felt uplifted. The strip of canvas did not matter. The poet was right – what mattered was that they’d won their way to the island by skill and bravery, when no one else had. The other men felt it too, he was certain; even Samson was standing straight and proud as he gazed about.


  Which made Dow think of Diego. He turned east, and spied, just beyond the fringe of the reefs, Diego’s boat. It was patrolling up and down with a palpable air of frustration, and Diego himself was visible crouched in the stern. Dow could not resist raising his arm and waving, knowing he would be clearly outlined against the sky.


  Then his gaze lifted further, and there was the Chloe, half a mile out into deep water, moving slowly forward, as if coming closer to inspect the strange behaviour of its boats. Figures were clustered at the railing of the high deck. Vincente and Fidel would surely be there, witnesses to the first conquering of the Trap – a thought that pleased Dow greatly. But his eyes were drawn to a figure who stood somewhat alone and apart from the others.


  Even from so far away he knew it was Nell, by the slightness of her, and by her pose, hands in pockets. Which pleased him even more. After Diego’s petty triumphs in the trials, here at last was a true achievement for her to observe; an act of discovery, not the mere winning of a race. Dow was quite certain she would be infuriated by the development, just as Diego would be – outshone and outsailed by a mere New Islander.


  And that – he reflected contentedly – was almost as good as rescuing a castaway might have been.


  [image: 9781743432488_0170_001]


  Of course, such sentiments were of little use on the return trip through the reefs, which was in fact more difficult, and more frightening – now that no urgency drove them – than the journey inwards had been.


  And when Dow and his crew – exhausted and cold and deflated now – were hauled back aboard the ship, they were immediately summoned to the high deck. Captain Vincente himself was waiting there for them, his expression stern, as well as Fidel; and off to one side – as if he’d just finished complaining to the captain – was Diego, frowning still in pique. Nell was with him, wrapped in her coat with her collar turned high, hiding half her face and leaving only her eyes exposed.


  ‘Report, Lieutenant Samson!’ commanded Vincente.


  Samson did so, hesitantly but denying no responsibility, though all the while Dow stood by in uncomfortable silence, feeling that it was he who should be facing the captain’s wrath. Diego was nodding his head with every word, his chest puffed out in indignation.


  ‘You might think your actions noble, Mr Samson,’ Vincente said at last, ‘but to risk eight men for the sake of so uncertain a sighting is not noble, it’s foolishness, and insubordinate foolishness at that, given Commander Fidel’s instructions. Lieutenant Diego, indeed, has registered a formal charge, and as he was the ranking officer between the two of you, he has cause. You should have obeyed his command and returned.’


  Samson bowed his head, and Diego, with another fierce nod, looked to the captain to hear what the punishment would be; and Dow thought how strange it was that Diego could on one hand be an enemy of Vincente’s and plot in his downfall, and yet at the same time still turn to the captain to rule fairly now in his favour. There must, he supposed, be a code of etiquette that existed between the officer class of the Ship Kings, a code that put the respect of rank and of discipline above personal disputes. For Dow had no doubt that Vincente would indeed rule fairly in this matter, even if it meant punishing Samson to gratify Diego.


  But before Vincente could continue, Nell interjected, her voice muffled but quite discernible through her collar. ‘Captain – no harm has come from it, and it was a brave and skilled piece of boat-handling, for which Lieutenant Samson is surely to be commended.’ At her side, Diego had swivelled to stare at her, but she ignored him. ‘Against orders or not, to land on Trap Island is to increase our knowledge of the world. And is that truly something for which any mariner should be rebuked?’


  Vincente considered her with mild surprise. He then glanced to Fidel, who gave a slight shrug in reply. The captain frowned a moment longer in deliberation, then nodded stiffly. ‘A not wholly irrelevant point, Nell.’ To Samson he added, ‘I’m still of a mind to impose a punishment of some kind, but – pending your good behaviour – we’ll say no more on the matter for now.’


  Samson saluted. ‘Thank you, sir!’


  Diego had by now turned speechlessly to the captain, but Dow’s eyes were upon the scapegoat, and found that her eyes in turn were watching him over the rim of her collar. But with the rest of her face hidden he couldn’t tell the meaning of her stare, or of the colouring of her high cheeks.


  It was baffling. She, of all people, had spoken in their defence – in Dow’s defence, effectively. It made no sense. She made no sense. Was she with Diego and against Dow – or was she not?


  ‘You and your men are dismissed,’ Vincente told Samson, and then turning to Fidel, ordered, ‘Make sail, Commander.’
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  And so the Chloe departed, having found nothing and saved no one. Their course set northwards once more, and with all lands now left behind, a grim sense of finality settled over the crew. A great darkness of rain came sweeping over the horizon to engulf them, and as Trap Island and its reefs sank away behind, so it seemed to many that the Chloe’s last connection with normality, and with the ocean of everyday, likewise sank away.


  For they were entering now the true northern ocean, the arctic ocean, the sea of eternal night and never-ending winter.


  The realm, vast and bitter, of the Ice.
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  7. IN THE LATITUDE OF STORMS AND MISTS


  Dow had always thought – as a native of the New Island high valleys, and as a timber cutter and wanderer in the snows of the Great Plateau – that he knew what cold was, and what winter meant.


  But in the days and weeks following Trap Island, as the Chloe fought its way deeper and deeper into the north, he was forced to confess that he’d had no conception at all about what real cold was – or at least, he hadn’t known that cold upon the land, cruel and biting though it could be, was a toothless thing compared to the utter misery of cold upon the ocean.


  At first there was the rain. It embraced them as they departed the Trap and then fell ceaselessly for the next five days, grey and steady, driven by a frigid gale that ebbed at times but never faltered. Duty topside became a sodden, numbing ordeal, and men would hurry below at the end of their watches, blue lipped and shivering, in search of their last dry clothes, or to warm themselves by the fires that burned in the ovens of the galley.


  But even the luxuries of dry clothes and fires were soon to be lost, for on the sixth day north of the Trap the first true arctic squall struck. In itself it was no great storm, merely a swift moving front of wind and heavy rain and dark cloud that swept over them and was gone – but it was followed within the hour by another, with stronger winds and darker clouds, and then another again, more severe yet, and then another still.


  Word passed about the ship; they were crossing now into the Latitude of Storms. This was a zone, feared by all north-faring voyagers, of unchangingly hostile weather; a high circle of the world around which – regardless of the season – an endless succession of squalls formed and raged and died, one after the other, wheeling west to east in great spiralled arms; a forbidding and unwelcoming region of the sea. Indeed, according to Ship Kings lore, the storm latitudes spoke a last warning to the unwary captain: you have strayed too far to the north, turn back now, before it is too late!


  But the Chloe could not turn back, it must win through to the Ice. And so they pushed on, ever northwards, and hour after hour, day after day, the squalls kept coming, each front looming rapidly over the western horizon to rush forward and batter the ship. The sky would turn black, the wind would heighten to an unnerving shriek, icy rain or hail would lash the ocean, and the waves would rear up with a new ferocity and hunger.


  The Chloe was equal to it all, yes, but it was a fiendishly uncomfortable time for the crew. Sea sickness was rife, for even under reduced sail the battleship was permanently heeled far to one side, either smashing its way bone-jarringly through the swell, or surging over the crests in stomach-churning swoops. Below decks all was a cacophony of clattering gear and groaning timber, with bruised and swearing and vomiting men constantly being hurled off their feet by sudden rolls and drops.


  And everything was drenched. Ever and anon some great wave would rear high enough to break across the Chloe’s main deck; and those topside would suddenly be waist-deep in freezing water; and despite the closed hatches, icy cascades would rain down through the lower decks, soaking all beyond hope of drying out again.


  Dow was as sodden as anyone. Indeed, for the first time since his eleventh birthday, his timberman’s jacket failed him. It was waterproof enough in the forest, and upon fair seas – but now it became saturated through. Also, although he remained small in build for his age, and the jacket had been many sizes too large when his mother gave it to him, it was a close fit on him now, leaving no room beneath for jumpers and jerseys. So Dow put it away and adopted the same winter gear as the rest of the crew – a hooded and voluminous anorak made of layers of thin leather, specially oiled against the sea, and stuffed between with down.


  Nevertheless he was still eternally cold and wet, for nothing ever dried out properly, and even the smithy was no refuge any more; it was too rough for Johannes to safely light his forge, so it was as frigid there as anywhere else on board. Even the cooks in the galley could not keep their ovens lit during the worst times, and so for days on end there was only cold food for the crew to eat – and no hot drinks to be had either.


  What Dow would have given for a tot of whisky, to warm his insides at least. This was the first truly foul weather he’d experienced since putting to sea, and as much as he’d longed to be tested by such conditions, the relentlessness of it was exhausting, and he found himself dreaming idly at times of the blazing fires and warm cheer of the Barrel House back home.


  But there was no whisky on the Chloe. The Ship Kings imbibed only beer by day – a thin brew at that, compared to the black New Island ales – and then wine by night, thick, red, and bitingly dry. Dow could barely stomach the stuff. Even fortified wine, or sherry as the Ship Kings called it – issued to the crew now, as the cold deepened – was no improvement. It burned the throat a little, like whisky, but still, it wasn’t whisky …


  ‘No,’ laughed Johannes, down in the smithy on the first night that the sherry ration was passed around. He had refused a tot himself, only watched in amusement as Dow had gulped his own, grimacing at the taste. ‘I didn’t think you’d take to it. But each to their own tipple. Dry wines for the proud Ship Kings, and sour whiskies for you dull New Island folk. But do you want to try a real drink, Dow, from my own Twin Isles?’


  They were hunkered about the workbench, as around them the ship rolled and creaked and clattered. Nicky, who’d been bent with his head to his knees, unfolded with an interested look as the blacksmith rose and went digging to the bottom of his sea chest.


  ‘Here now,’ said Johannes, pulling forth a large earthen jug, stopped with a cork. ‘This is what a frozen soul needs when beset within the storm latitudes – a memory of sunshine and blue seas and warm air; aye, and of a warm smile, too. It’s a rare commodity on a vessel like this, I can tell you.’ He took a long and grateful swig, then passed it to Nicky, who did the same.


  Then it was Dow’s turn. He upended the jug – and was spluttering instantly at a foul, sickly-sweet spirit.


  ‘What on all the oceans is that?’ he asked, thrusting the jug away.


  ‘That,’ said Johannes feelingly, ‘is rum.’
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  After a long tormenting week of this, the days growing darker and shorter, the squalls abruptly changed – and got worse. They ceased to hurl rain or hail, and instead hurled snow, becoming full-fledged blizzards.


  Again, Dow found that weather he’d known on land was quite different from the same weather at sea. In the highlands a blizzard turned the world a soft and glowing white, but at sea a snowstorm only served to make the world blacker, for the heaving ocean swallowed the flakes whole, and the whirling snow itself blotted out the lowering clouds, so that all was lost, even during the brief hours of daylight, in a grey nothingness.


  The Chloe itself, on the other hand, did indeed turn white; but not with the gentle contours of snowdrifts – for snow merely washed off the deck as it fell – but rather with the hard, brittle gleam of ice. It began to form everywhere now, in sheets underfoot upon the deck, in slippery sheaths about the masts and spars, and in icicles that hung weeping from the frozen rigging.


  Immediately men were put to work breaking it up with picks and axes, for if too much ice grew it could overbalance the ship and capsize it, especially in such heavy seas. Great jagged chunks were sent crashing over the side, but the gangs had to work continually to avert the threat, for the ice thickened remorselessly upon itself. And though the Chloe bore few sails in the storms, those sails still needed tending, and so men were continually aloft too, battling with the wind and frozen spray.


  No one, it seemed, had time to sleep or dry out. The watches were altered so that no man worked more than two hours topside at a stretch, nevertheless, when the sailors came below again they would be nearly prostrate with cold and weariness, their hands red-raw from the axe handles, or stripped of fingernails and useless with cramp from climbing the frozen shrouds. Falls and slips were common on the treacherous decks or from the icy rigging, and sick bay was kept busy with a procession of cracked heads and broken bones.


  Dow too worked at chopping the ice. The cutter crews – on standby now to launch at short notice – had been relieved from regular duties, but Dow’s crew had volunteered even so to take their turn with the axes, under the direction of Lieutenant Samson.


  It was hard labour, but the eight men toiled at it stoically, and as a team, for their landing on Trap Island had forged a bond between them, and even Samson was growing more confident in his role as their commander. Still, there was no shortage of swearing and cursing as they worked, damning the ice and the weather and the dire state of the voyage in general.


  ‘And what would any of you lot know?’ Alfons mocked his fellows one afternoon, in response to such carping. It was a day towards the end of the second week of the storms, and – during a rare break between blizzards – their gang was labouring to clear ice on the forecastle. ‘Things could be far worse than this, take my word for it.’ The poet was one of the few sailors on board who had ventured this far north before. ‘We’ve had an easy passage so far, truth be told – as many a ship before us has not. Our luck is holding.’


  Dow couldn’t help himself. He looked up, red-faced from swinging his pick. ‘An easy passage?’


  ‘Oh aye. These are mild squalls for winter. We’ve lost no masts or spars to the wind, and the ice has grown slower than it might. What – did you think the northern sea could bite no worse than this?’ The old man gave a laugh. ‘No, as I read it, your albatross has arranged a smooth run for us.’


  One of the sailors rolled a worried eye. ‘Maybe, but will his bird clear a path through the Ice as well?’


  Dow did not like this talk of the albatross being his – but nor did he think he should deny it openly. Instead he merely asked Alfons, ‘Is it far, the Ice?’ Privately, he could scarcely believe that it could be so cold, and the days so dark, without any ice even being sighted yet.


  The poet shrugged. ‘I’m no navigator. Only this I know. The one other time I voyaged in these waters – and that in the summer months – the Ice lay well beyond the zone of storms, and even further still, across a sea of mists and drifting fogs. Only then was the first berg was sighted.’
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  And so it proved.


  Two days after the poet’s pronouncement, the last of the snow squalls blew shrieking over the Chloe and was gone, and – amazingly – the sun itself peeked out for a time through broken clouds. It was now only a dim white disk sitting low in the southern sky, less than a hand’s-span above the horizon, even though the hour was close to noon. And soon enough it was gone again, leaving only a cold twilight, deepening into long evening.


  But the weather continued to abate and by midnight the gales had dwindled and the great swells too were dying away. By next morning – very suddenly it seemed after fifteen days battened down by the weather – the ship was sailing upon an eerily smooth sea. It was as if they’d entered a tranquil eye at the top of the world, around which the latitude of storms might rage unending, but where within there was only calm.


  The sun, however, was not seen again. The sky grew leaden once more with high cloud, and down upon the ocean, shreds of mist – contorted into strange shapes – rode in slow billows across the water, borne on vagrant breezes. Sometimes these mists sailed at the level of the mastheads, like sombre roofs over the sea, and other times they blanketed the ship entirely, so that all sides were hemmed in by grey, silent walls.


  And the cold!


  Less ice formed on the ship, now that there was no snow or spray from storms, but the air itself – even when motionless – had taken on a new crystalline edge, freezing and sharp as a blade. Breath crackled in men’s lungs, and so penetrating was the chill that the very timbers of the Chloe’s hull seemed to be turning brittle and inflexible, so that instead of creaking and groaning they too now cracked and snapped. And to touch any surface topside with a bare hand was to risk losing skin.


  Nor were things much better below decks. At least in these calmer seas fires could once again be lit, not only in the galley, but in dozens of iron braziers scattered throughout the ship – but the mists clung below decks too, icy and pervasive, and in time they combined with the smoke from the fires to produce a freezing murk that rose from the lowest levels, stinging to the eye and noxious with the stink of bilge water and an unwashed crew.


  On some nights, unable to breathe because of this miasma, Dow would retreat topside, defying the cold for the sake of fresh air. On the main deck he would find a blackness all around that was claustrophobic in its totality – for there were no stars or moon to be seen through the eternal overcast, and Vincente had not yet allowed the ice lamps to be lit, leaving only the ship’s regular lanterns to drive back the darkness, and of that they were incapable. Dow would stare down to the waterline, and sometimes a faint green glow flickered there in the foam of the ship’s wake – but such light illuminated only itself, and often, if the mists were thick, even the sea was invisible, and the Chloe drifted lost in a limitless void.


  If not for the compass it would have been impossible for the ship to steer in such blackness, or in the grey mists of daylight; but the iron needle remained sure of its way, and the captain remained sure of his purpose, for no matter the darkness and the fogs and the errant unreliable breezes, Vincente held the ship steadily to his course, north still, and somewhat to the east.


  For five mournful days they continued this way, at the end of which time twenty days had elapsed since they’d left Trap Island, and forty since departing Haven Diaz. And then, finally, on the forty-first morning, the long awaited call rang out from the crow’s nest.


  ‘Ice ho!’


  Dow rolled quickly from his blanket-piled hammock and climbed to the main deck, and there it was – the Ice.


  But it was not, as he’d been imagining, a collection of white pinncales floating in formation out of the north. There was only a single berg, dirty blue rather than white, floating forlornly upon the mist-strewn sea. Its visible part was no bigger than a haystack from the farmlands of New Island. Surrounded by small decaying chunks of itself, it passed slowly by at a quarter mile’s distance. And strain his ears though he might, Dow could hear none of the crackling or hissing that he’d been expecting.


  Many others had come topside to see the first ice, and were likewise staring in anticlimax.


  ‘There’s no need to look so disappointed,’ Fidel called from the high deck. ‘It’s a dying berg, is all, wandering south and melting – for the air may be freezing here, yes, but the water is not. Not yet. But only wait a few days more, and you’ll see true ice. Aye, and hear it too.’


  On they sailed, the cold clutching ever tighter. The mists pulled back at times, but the sky was perpetually grey, as if all blue had leached from it forever, and from the ocean beneath it too. Occasionally they sighted other melting bergs, floating as still as gravestones upon the sea, but none was very large, and all were silent. The world felt so empty and quiet that Dow found himself wishing almost for the squalls to return.


  Nevertheless, the Unquiet Ice drew near; and as Fidel had foretold, it was a sound, rather than a sighting, that first heralded its advent. Late upon the fourth morning after the first berg, Dow – huddled in a doze by the forge in the smithy – was brought suddenly awake by a din that sent him stumbling upright, thinking the ship was breaking apart; a terrible ripping, shattering sound, following by a roaring splash that seemed to go on for an age. And when it was all done, there arose a rush and crackling like that from a freshly lit fireplace, but far vaster.


  Knowing what it must be, Dow once again rushed topside. A pre-dawn gloom greeted him – even though ten bells had already sounded, for at their present latitude the winter daylight lasted a mere hour or two either side of noon – and in that gloom he saw, rolling and rumbling still from having just toppled over, his first true iceberg.


  It stood a bare two hundred yards off the rail, white amid the froth of its own upheaval, and shadowed with crevices and crags; a mountain of ice, so solid and massive that Dow found it near impossible to accept it was ice at all, and not a hill of stone somehow afloat, no matter how he’d prepared himself for this moment. Its peak loomed higher than the tip of the Chloe’s mainmast, and its girth and bulk dwarfed the battleship many times over – and this was but a tiny fraction, Dow knew, of its underwater whole.


  And it was growing. The last water from the capsize was still streaming off the berg’s flanks, but already there was a seething white sheen rising up from the waterline: nicre, just as Dow had witnessed in Fidel’s experiment in Haven Diaz. But here the growth was on a huge scale – happening not in a glass jar, but upon a freezing sea in an icy dawn, and the sheer mass and energy of the process was frightening. And the sound! It was a fire raging, hail battering a roof, the groan of a tree as it fell, the snap of canvas, the roar of a waterfall – it was all of those sounds and none of them, greater than each.


  But already the berg was slipping away aft in the darkness, and the din too was receding. Dow looked about the ship. Hundreds of observers were huddled at viewpoints here and there, wrapped in hoods and scarves, only their eyes visible, staring numbly at the first real ice of the voyage. In the new quiet, officers could be heard ordering the reduction of sail, and giving fresh warnings to the lookouts – already doubled in any case – to be ever more vigilant, now that the realm of the great bergs had been reached.


  Day proved the point. A greenish light grew through the cloud to illuminate an ocean littered with white behemoths. They were still widely spaced, but they receded away into the mists on all sides save southward, and there was nothing forlorn or dishevelled about them now, they were clean and fresh and blazing white against the grey sea, as if lit from within. Of those nearby, the greatest rose to near twice the height of the Chloe’s masts – some five hundred feet – while further north there appeared to be even greater and taller peaks rearing, their pinnacles lost in cloud.


  And the Unquiet was all encompassing now. Even when no berg was close at hand, there lay over the ocean a profound hiss and crackle that came from everywhere and nowhere, a tone unnerving to the ear, and which bore into a listener’s skull to throb there like a headache. And as a discordant counterpoint to the sound, every now and then some distant berg, towered to an unsustainable height and leaning dangerously, would rotate around itself and plunge, shrieking and thundering, into the sea.


  The perils of such collapses were obvious. By the brief daylight at least the Chloe could steer a safe path through the bergs, but what – Dow wondered, staring out from the main deck, his eyes smarting from the cold – about the long blind night that must follow?


  How would the ship progress then?
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  The answer came within the hour; for Captain Vincente called all the officers to a meeting in the Great Cabin – and as the acting second-in-command of the Chloe 4, Dow was summoned as well.


  It was a much larger meeting than the last he’d attended, and more formal. Every chair at the table was filled, and others were spread around it in a second ring, for the midshipmen. Vincente sat at the table’s head, with Fidel on his left. And on the captain’s right – her official place as scapegoat, seemingly – sat Nell.


  Dow studied her for a time from his position in the outer ring. He had, during these last weeks of storms and mists, caught sight of her occasionally upon the high deck, huddled there against the cold. Several times she had been in the company of Diego, but it had been difficult to judge – with both of them wrapped in winter gear – the manner of their companionship. Had Diego forgiven her for not supporting his complaint against Sampson? Had she wanted to be forgiven? Why had she done it at all?


  Dow had no answers. For now she merely looked impatient, her fingers – gloved against the chill, for the Great Cabin was not warm – drumming impatiently on the arm of her chair as she waited.


  His officers all seated at last, Vincente rose.


  ‘Gentlemen,’ he said, ‘the first stage of our voyage is over. We have reached the Ice, and without mishap. But now our real work begins. We are, by our best reckoning, still some distance to the south and west of our goal – the gulf that has been reported in the Ice Wall. To reach it we must cross through a berg-crowded and dangerous sea. Nor can we lie-to at night, for time does not permit; we’ve taken a full week longer than I’d hoped to reach this point. We must press on even in darkness, despite the dangers of collision. To that end, from tonight, every night, we will launch the boats.’


  He sat down again, and nodded to Fidel.


  ‘This is the plan,’ said the first officer. ‘The four cutters will take up positions as far ahead of the Chloe as visibility permits; hopefully at least a mile. Each will be fitted with a smaller version of the ice lamps that have been fixed already to the Chloe. The boats will arrange themselves line abreast, and scan the ocean ahead for any berg coming near in the darkness. Every few minutes they will signal back to the ship with a green or red lantern. If the right hand boat, for instance, spies a berg ahead, it will signal red. The others, if they see nothing, will signal green. And thus the Chloe will know to turn left, and will have sea room enough to make the turn in time.’


  The lieutenants were all nodding, and Dow too grasped the strategy. This way the ship would be able to ‘see’ as far as two miles ahead, even in the dark.


  ‘It will be a cold and miserable duty for those in the boats. And dangerous too. The bergs will crowd more closely the further north we go – and worse awaits us as we near our destination. For if the reports are true, and there is indeed a warm current emanating from this mysterious gulf, then its warmth will undermine the bergs for miles around and make them overbalance all the more often. It was in a field of such unstable ice that the Thorn – during the mission preceding ours – was struck by a rolling berg and near to sunk. If ever we’ll need luck on our side, gentlemen, we will need it then.’


  There was a pause as the gathering considered this, then one of the senior officers – a lieutenant-commander named Paulo – addressed the table. ‘Speaking of luck, I have a request. It’s been clear sailing to date no doubt, and the men are in good spirits, thinking that fortune is with us – but we should never push good luck too far, not, at least, without giving fate its fair due.’ He glanced to the captain. ‘To that end, sir – though I know it’s not done often upon this ship, by your own preference – should we not have Nell pronounce a benediction before we go further? Is she’s willing, that is?’


  Fidel looked uncertainly to Vincente. The captain appeared to hesitate, then merely nodded.


  ‘Nell?’ asked Fidel.


  For a moment the girl only considered Paulo expressionlessly, but at length – suppressing an inner reluctance, it seemed to Dow – she bowed her head in assent, and then stood. Dow leaned forward in fascination. He had no idea what a benediction might be, but the scapegoat’s pose suggested a ritual of some kind, for Nell stood very straight, with her arms slightly extended from her sides and her hands spread, palms facing outwards.


  She glanced once about the table, and Dow was sure that her eyes briefly met his, and that he read in them something more even than reluctance for what she was about to do – was it embarrassment?


  Then her eyes closed, and as if reciting a solemn oath, she intoned, ‘I, Ignella of the Cave, stricken down by cruel misfortune, remind the whims of fate that I am here now upon this vessel, the Chloe, and implore that they not visit such cruelty upon me again – nor upon any of my companions. I place this ship under my protection, and shield it by my suffering.’


  Paulo nodded sombrely, his eyes downcast, as were the eyes of many of the officers, and Dow felt strangely moved by the invocation, even though he suspected it was spoken with unwillingness.


  Vincente however was leaning back in his chair, and when the scapegoat was done he stood without ceremony. ‘Thank you, Nell. But perhaps – if what the men are saying below decks is true – it’s Mr Amber’s albatross we should be asking for protection.’ There was an uneasy rustle around the table, and Dow saw Nell – still in her pose – dart a wounded look to the captain. But Vincente only smiled grimly. ‘For my part,’ he added, ‘I’ll trust in our own seamanship. You’re dismissed, gentlemen.’
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  They launched the boats at the third bell after midday.


  Already the winter darkness was nearly full. Shreds of mist drifted across the sea, and deeper banks of cloud lay in wait northwards. Dow’s crew settled their cutter into the icy waters, raised sail and struck out into the gloom. By the time they’d reached their station – with the ship no more than a half-guessed shadow behind – the night around them was complete.


  But then they lit their whale-oil lamp.


  It was fixed to a pivot on the bow, and was shaped like a squat tube with a single glass lens at its foreward end. The reservoir for its precious oil was surprisingly small, but as the refined fluid hissed to life inside the chamber, a beam burst forth of such brightness and clarity that it seemed to extend for hundreds of yards ahead, lighting up both sea and mist in stark relief.


  Three similar flares burst into existence off to their right, for Dow’s boat was on the far left of the line, with the other three spread away east. Their echelon established, the four now sailed forward in unison, beams probing to either hand, and dead ahead.


  There followed a night that was, for Dow, an unimaginably strange experience. The sea was preternaturally calm about their boat, and the hissing of the lamp was so loud that it smothered all smaller sounds around them, creating an odd sensation of quiet. Ahead stretched a half-lit world of glowing mists and dancing shadows, backed by an impenetrable black wall, and to either side was a vast nothingness out of which the cold seemed to flow like the antithesis of sunlight, burning upon any unprotected skin; while behind them followed a great bright-eyed beast of sail and rope and wood – the Chloe, creeping along in their wake, its own ice lamps burning fiercely .


  And all about them the mountainous bergs sailed. Most remained hidden in the dark, but now and then a terrible crack and groan would pierce the night, or there would come a long avalanche of sound that meant one of the monstrous things was rolling over. Few came close, but four times throughout the evening the probing beams of the boats picked up bergs directly ahead – cliffs of ice rising up, sparkling wickedly in the light. The nearest boat, left or right, would signal back to the Chloe, and in convoy the boats and the ship would steer about the giant obstruction, and then begin again.


  Thus they endured – unharmed, through eighteen hours of interminable winter night – until the grey gloaming returned, and the mists drew back, and the boats at last could go home. And thus they endured throughout the next four nights as well, plotting their cautious path between the ever more crowded bergs, amid the never-ending hiss and thunder of ice growing and collapsing. Although these were not really nights anymore, and nor could they be called days, for neither word had meaning in the arctic winter. There was only darkness now. The Chloe had passed north of all sunrises or blue skies, into a realm where even the brightest day was no more than a passing twilight at noon.


  And all the while the cold intensified. It was not merely a temperature now, but a force that seemed to beat upon the ship and everyone on board, grinding at their will. Away from the fires, wet clothes froze solid. So did coils of rope, or folds of canvas. The frosted rigging burnt the hands of those aloft, and a fine ice rained in constant showers from the sails, and every crewman was pinched-faced and exhausted and tense.


  It was worst of all for those on board the cutters, hunched in the open air for long tedious hours at a stretch, with not even movement to warm them, and with only the short twilight day in which to rest in the refuge of the ship, before they must set out again.


  ‘But this is still a lucky voyage,’ Alfons insisted through his chattering teeth, late during their fourth night in the boat. ‘Not a man lost yet, and not a single scratch on the ship so far from any ice.’


  ‘Aye,’ growled another of the seamen, Antonio, though he was scarcely identifiable under his hood, ‘but I hear that the captain don’t like to call it luck. He put Nell in her place the other day in front of everyone, when she did her blessing. He said it’s seamanship that’s the thing.’


  The poet hitched a shoulder doubtfully. ‘I’ve little time for scapegoats, as you know – living so high and mighty as they do with the officers, and never mind that they don’t know a thing about sailing – so I won’t argue with the captain on Nell’s account. But as fine a navigator as he is, I doubt Vincente alone could con so smooth a path through the ice as we’ve seen. No, a special fortune is guarding us – but it’s Dow’s fortune, not Nell’s.’


  ‘I’ll have no criticism of the captain,’ warned Samson, from his position next to Dow in the stern seat.


  ‘None intended, Excellency. I’m only saying it takes more than good planning to get through ice like this.’ He glanced austerely about the boat in the hissing lamplight. ‘In fact, I’ll tell you a story that was told to me by the poet of the very first ship on which I served, as a boy, over fifty years ago. He heard it when he himself was a boy, from a poet who had gone exploring in the Ice, before the Great War even, on a ship called the Radiant.


  ‘Now, the Radiant was a vessel well prepared, like us, and like us they sent out boats to find their way through the ice fields – but their caution and cunning weren’t enough. For they happened upon a great berg – the greatest berg ever beheld; a full three thousand feet it rose – and even as they came upon it, it began to topple slowly, and one of the boats was caught beneath it. But the horror of the thing was that the boat was not broken or smashed, but rather captured within a huge cave-like cavity in the berg’s side, and so was borne gently down into the deeps, its crew living yet as they went under.


  ‘None expected to see that crew ever again, nevertheless, the captain halted the ship, and for a day they searched the icy waters for survivors. And all that same day the great berg floated there – until evening, when the monstrous beast rolled slowly once more. And lo, as it revolved back to its old position, there was the boat again, still held within the cavity and now free to float forth. Men rushed to it, hoping against hope, but of course no one was alive, as they could never have been, after so long.


  ‘But that wasn’t the awful thing. The awful thing was the state of the bodies. For they were quite dry – having been held secure it seemed within a pocket of air inside the great berg. And yet even within that pocket of air they had been crushed by the terrible pressures of the deep, their skulls pressed flat, their chests reduced to a pulp like mashed up paper.


  ‘For consider; if the great berg rose three thousand feet above the surface, then it must have extended ten times that distance below – that’s five miles or more. Think of it! Five miles down those poor men were carried, alive. Five miles down into the cold darkness, screaming in their black prison. And all the while the pressure would have built, squeezing their air pocket smaller and smaller, until the air itself – mere air – crushed them.


  ‘A hideous death. But such was their fate – and the point of their tale is this. Not all the seamanship in the world, nor the finest captain in the fleet, will save us from the Ice, if we are fated to die likewise.’


  The men all shuddered in dread, but Samson, signalling with the green lantern back to the Chloe, only smiled. ‘No berg of such size has ever been sighted, and is quite impossible, even in theory.’


  ‘Oh?’ queried the poet, unimpressed.


  ‘I may have seen less of the Ice than you, Alfons, but I’ve made long study of it, and soundings taken by the old explorers tell us that nowhere in the arctic does the sea floor go below three miles deep. A berg therefore, if it is to remain afloat, cannot ever extend more than three miles down, and hence not more than a tenth of that above the water – fifteen hundred feet at most. Only half the height of your great berg. In truth, bergs seldom reach even a thousand feet, for they are constantly broken and rebuilt by their incessant rolling.’


  ‘Ah,’ objected Alfons, ‘but what of the Ice Wall, to which we draw ever nearer. I’ve glimpsed it only from afar, but it was no mere thousand feet tall. It was ten times that height, and more. So how is that possible?’


  The lieutenant replied, ‘It’s possible because the ocean grows shallower as it approaches the furthest north, as if the world bulges up around the pole. Depths fall to little more than a mile, and hence the largest bergs ground themselves upon the ocean floor and come to rest. After that, they no longer roll or topple. They become fixed bases upon which immense spires can rise – and rise they do, between nicre climbing from below, and snow falling from above. And thence they grow together to form the unbroken shield and barrier that is the Ice Wall.’


  ‘And beyond that?’ Dow asked, as Alfons looked away, neither conceding or arguing the point.


  ‘Beyond that, Mr Amber,’ said Samson, ‘no one knows.’
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  On their fifth day among the bergs a towering wall did come marching out of the north, not of ice, but rather of fog, a solid mass of it, swallowing sea and sky alike as it advanced. It swept over the Chloe in a silent tide, and encased them in a vault of dead, dank grey.


  This was a telling moment. Measuring devices were lowered over the side to confirm what the fog already betrayed: the presence of warmer water.


  It was not warm water, of course, but it was, by a fraction, above freezing – and it was flowing from the north. It was indeed precisely the warm current they had been sent to find, located exactly where it was supposed to be. Somewhere tantalisingly close now must lie the fabled gulf in the Ice Wall, into which Nadal and his fleet had seemingly vanished.


  But the current, as Fidel had warned, brought new dangers too. The fog it produced was thicker and heavier than any previous mist, blinding the Chloe even in the fleeting twilight of day, reduced in any case to a single hour now, so far north had they come. And in the following darkness, as the boats launched out once more, the fog rendered the ice lamps all but useless, reflecting much of their brightness back as white glare to the crews.


  For Dow and his companions that fifth night was a nightmarish and sightless ordeal. The water may have warmed, but the fog remained freezing, sinking clammily into every crevice of their clothing and chilling them through. And though few bergs were visible in the void, the fog magnified every sound, so that the white darkness was doubly alive with their groans and shrieks.


  Once, to judge by the hellish din, one icy giant toppled into another, which then toppled and crashed into a third, all of it monstrous and slow and stupefyingly noisy, as if the world itself was being smashed by some deranged hand, but all of it unseen, save for the waves that came surging out of the fog, seething under the cutters’ hulls.


  ‘Is this our good luck,’ moaned the seaman Luca to Alfons, as their boat bucked and heaved in the wash.


  And still the poet was undaunted. ‘Is any one of us sunk? No, four boats go on, and the Chloe too. Remember lads – five miles deep and crushed. We’re far better off than those poor souls.’


  But his faith was about to be sorely tested.


  Halfway between the dead of night and the far off dawn, when everyone’s eyes and ears were dulled by the endless trial, a cliff of ice came striding out of the fog, too wide and tall to be defined by the lamps.


  Even as the berg appeared, no more than fifty yards from their bow, it began, awfully and ponderously, to tilt. Through his shock, Dow thought for an instant that they might yet be saved, because the wall was tilting away from them – but then abruptly the sea began to boil all about the cutter and he realised the horrible truth. As the berg upended itself, its entire submerged bulk, a mountain of ice far more massive than its upper part, was now swimming up from the deeps – and they were right on top of it.


  There was a terrible sensation of the ocean all around them rising, and of a white massiveness looming through the black water beneath, and Dow just had time to consider the irony that they would be killed not by being plunged under by a berg, but by being thrown too high …


  Then, with a roaring like a great waterfall, the sea began to stream off the berg as it rose. Thunder filled the night, and a ragged new cliff ascended into the air, but the cutter was swept away and down over the cataracts, back to the safety of sea level, where it merely tossed back and forth in the conflicting surges, the berg rolling and roaring, searching for its new equilibrium as nicre clawed hungrily up its freshly exposed face.


  By now even Alfons had his head buried between his knees, moaning to himself in fear. ‘Five miles deep, five miles deep. The great ocean preserve us and see us through this hideous night.’


  ‘And grant us light,’ Samson added fervently, ‘even where light cannot shine.’
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  And perhaps the ocean heard them.


  For the bergs seemed to lessen in number after that, and when twilight finally came, the Chloe 4 was afloat still – as were the other three boats and the Chloe itself, following behind – uncrushed and unhindered, for all that their nerves were at a ragged end. Indeed, when the blackness began to lift, the fog, too, began to thin, revealing an ocean that was almost empty of the great hulking shapes, littered instead with lesser floes and broken icy debris. Staring up, Dow was astonished to see a dim few stars glinting through the high clouds.


  His battered spirits rose. But there was something else in the sky, something strange; a crest of glowing pink was shining through the last of the fog, all along the northern horizon, like snow in a sunrise.


  The light grew slowly. No sunrise came to the ocean, and never would at this latitude, not in winter. But the bright line in the sky increased, and at last there was no mistaking it. It was ice – a continuous crest of ice, lofted so sheer and high that it shone now in a glow thrown from beyond the horizon, the light of a sun that was rising far, far to the south.


  Dow understood finally. He was gazing upon the heights of a mountainous frozen escarpment. They had come to the uttermost north, and before them stood the impenetrable barrier of the Ice Wall.
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  8. THE ISLE OF THE LOST


  The boats were recalled, and the Chloe turned east, sailing in the very shadow of the towering cliffs of ice. The few remaining bergs that floated there seemed like shrunken things now; as inconsequential when set against the Wall as was the slush and flotsam that bobbed by the Chloe’s hull.


  Dow, though red-eyed and exhausted from his nights in the boats, refused all thoughts of sleep and stayed on deck to stare in wonder at the terrible escarpment. Its foundations were blurred by arctic darkness, but the climbing precipices shone more palely in the twilight as they rose, icy crag building upon icy crag, until far, far above, great sheer faces reared beyond the lower glooms to stand white and dreadful in the upper airs.


  Highest of all, the Wall’s topmost rim stood as a line etched against the sky, unbroken and undiminished as it stretched away to both the east and west horizons, but jagged and notched too, with great horns of ice thrust up and out like immense saw-teeth. A tremendous gale must have been blowing about those utmost pinnacles, for long plumes of ice crystals were streaming like banners from the sharpest horns – but so high was the rim that no sound or breath of those gales reached down to the dark, still ocean below.


  It was impossible for the eye alone to judge such loftiness, but the Chloe’s officers now set to work with their instruments, reading angles and calculating with pens and paper, and word of the result soon reached Dow’s ear; the Wall reared three miles high above the sea.


  Three miles! That was triple the height of the Great Plateau back in his homeland. Dow found the prospect both magnificent and crushing all at once; magnificent because such stupendous ramparts were a sight beyond anything he’d known before, but crushing because in comparison he – and even the ship on which he stood – felt insignificant to the point of extinction.


  What could they possibly hope to achieve here? Over the preceding weeks, despite Fidel’s descriptions, Dow had been imagining that the Ice Wall might be no more than a line of bergs across the sea, impressive, but able to be pierced by a determined ship. But now that he saw the Wall in all its true enormity, he recognised a barrier so indomitable that no man or ship – indeed, no entire people – could ever hope to breach it.
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  And yet the miracle was, the Wall was already breached.


  For their goal was at hand, a testimony either to the accuracy of Vincente’s navigation, or to the continuing good fortune that had favoured the entire voyage. A mere two hours sail east along the Wall, and against the flow of the warm current, the Chloe arrived at the current’s very source. Just as had been reported by the earlier ships, and by tales and legends through half a thousand years before – there was a gulf in the Ice.


  The twilight day had passed by then, and the blush of the upper cliffs had faded, but the night that now came on was not as dark as those previous. There was no moon, and a high veil of cloud hid the stars, and yet that veil was itself illuminated faintly, as if by those same hidden stars blazing coldly beyond, and cast just enough light over the ocean to catch on the ice and give the Wall a subtle glow. Hence was the gulf revealed; first as a shadow in the cliffs ahead, and then, as the Chloe drew near, as a rift that yawned blackly, as if the Wall had split clear from stem to tip and then been wrenched apart.


  In time, the ship stood at the mouth of a vast fjord, a chasm – several miles wide at its entrance – that ran away north between walls of solid ice to vanish in the gloom. And Dow understood then that the Ice Wall was not a wall at all. Rather it was the outer escarpment of an entire continent of ice, a great frozen shield that capped the world. And the gulf was not a way through the Wall, but instead a crack opening from the shield’s edge, and leading only deeper in towards the Ice’s monstrous heart.


  Vincente hove the ship to, then summoned his officers – and Dow – to another council in the Great Cabin.


  This time there was an almost celebratory mood to the assembly. Dow could hear it in the talk and laughter around the table as the men gathered; some marvelling that they had come through the ice so wholly unscathed and found their way so unerringly to their objective; others theorising about the gulf, and about the warm current that flowed from its interior.


  Might this truly be – came the question – the fabled North Way? How far might the gulf extend, and to what might it lead? There was much speculation about the fate of Nadal and his fleet, and whether they might be found within, but others were daring even greater thoughts. If there was warm water, then anything was possible. What if the gulf led all the way to the centre of the Ice – and what if open sea waited there? What if the pole itself was ice free? Did the Chloe stand now upon the brink of an historic discovery, to be the first ship to the top of the world? And what if land existed there?


  Dow breathed it all in eagerly. The pole! In the tales of his childhood it had been merely a mythical place, a make-believe realm forever unknowable, where fancy could create whatever strange peoples and lands it desired. But it was one thing to imagine from afar that some exotic isle might exist at the world’s top; it was altogether different to behold the freezing gloom and immeasurable weight of the northern ice, and to contemplate what might truly lie at the heart of such a wasteland.


  Then Vincente – who’d been listening to all this from the head of the table – called the meeting to order.


  ‘Gentlemen,’ he said reprovingly, ‘we have no time for self congratulation. We will stand in greater danger than ever when we enter this passage. Need I remind you that of the five ships that have preceded us to this spot, only one returned unscathed, and three are missing entirely.’ He fixed the younger officers – who’d been the most free with their conjecturing – with a glare. ‘As for talk of the pole, that is not what we’ve come to find.’


  Subdued murmurs of disappointment arose about the table. ‘But surely, sir,’ ventured one of the lieutenants, ‘if the gulf truly does lay open that far, we would not refuse the discovery?’


  ‘We will indeed refuse it,’ said Vincente, ‘if first we come across the survivors of Nadal’s fleet, or their remains. Their location, or at least news of their fate, is all that we’ve been sent by the Sea Lord to discover. I tell you now, if we had the Lord Designate alive and well on board, I would turn back even were the pole in plain sight. This is not the time for raw adventuring, and I will risk no lives for vainglory. Understood?’


  Reluctant nods came, and some sighs too of frustration – a sentiment Dow quite shared. Could Vincente really be so set on the strict intent of his mission that he was blind to the lure and mystery of the great gulf, and incurious as to where it might ultimately lead?


  The captain continued. ‘On the other hand, we will extend the search as far as humanly possible, in effort to save our fellow mariners. We’ve seen no sign yet of the lost fleet, but it was in these waters that the Bent Wing’s boat was found, and thus we will proceed inwards. And as the urgency of our errand has not waned, we will push on no matter the darkness. But we must be sure not to miss any piece of wreckage, and be cautious yet of bergs – to that end, the cutters will again be sent out ahead of the ship, as was done at sea.’


  There were nods of approval around the table, and a few groans also from those lieutenants and midshipmen in command of the boats, faced with yet more endless hours in the freezing night air.


  But then Nell, in her place at Vincente’s side, stirred unexpectedly. ‘Captain,’ she said, ‘when the cutters launch, I request permission to ride with one of them.’


  Vincente frowned in reply. ‘Ride with them, Nell? What in all the great ocean for? It’s hardly your place …’


  The scapegoat’s tone grew stiff and formal. ‘As appointed protector of this vessel – as she who alone is custodian of the Chloe’s fate – there is no corner of the ship from which I am forbidden, be it even a cutter put to sea. The crux of our mission draws near, Captain, and if our good fortune – that so many here have noted – is to continue, then I should be foremost.’


  More mutters came from the assembled officers, and Dow caught many glances that flicked thoughtfully between himself and Nell, as if weighing each against the other. The scapegoat was staking a claim here, he saw. Her request was a declaration that she – she alone, as she’d said, and not some New Island intruder – was the key to the ship’s fate and fortune.


  Vincente sighed. ‘Very well then. If you must.’


  ‘Thank you, sir.’ Nell smiled innocently down the table to meet Dow’s eye, and for a startled moment he thought she would demand a place on his boat. And what should he – what could he – say to that?


  But then she added, ‘I will ride with Lieutenant Diego.’
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  And so the voyage resumed, the Chloe’s sails filled by a slight but persistent breeze that now blew – against all experience of weather in the ice realms – directly north into the gulf. A lucky chance, some said – although others pointed out that it would be slow going against such a breeze on their return, and should it strengthen to a full wind or a gale then return might be all but impossible. But for the moment all eyes looked forward.


  North into the maw of the gulf they sailed, leaving the open sky behind. The channel was wide, but so ominously did the ice precipices loom on either hand, it felt instead almost oppressively narrow. The arctic gloom was deeper too, between the walls. Indeed, there would dawn not even a twilight day here, there would be only eternal night, and so the boats would be needed to lead the Chloe at all times. It was decided therefore to split the four cutters into two teams, so as to share the load.


  Dow’s boat, and Diego’s, were selected as the second team, and so for those first miles of exploration it was the other two cutters which set forth, one to the far left of the chasm and the other to the far right. The beams of their ice-lamps could be seen stabbing about in the darkness and glinting on the ice cliffs, while the Chloe itself, a little behind, brought up the centre.


  Dow remained on deck. He was by rights meant to be resting, but still he could not draw himself away from the grandeur of the scene – or from its enigma. That the gulf had been cut by the warm current seemed self evident – but whence did the warm water come, so much of it that it could carve away three miles thickness of ice? And why did it carve a path here, rather than in some other place? Vincente must have been asking the same questions, for the Chloe turned this way and that as it went, probing the gulf’s extremities and sounding the depths with weighted lines. But they learned little, other than that the channel, which had plumbed a mile deep at its mouth, was growing gradually shallower the further north they travelled.


  Midday came and went, marked only by the ship’s bell, for the darkness was unrelieved. But darkness aside, nothing hindered their progress; the gulf ran almost straight north between the ghost gleam of its walls, and was free of any great bergs or other obstructions. Dow went below at last to warm his chilled core, and to sleep briefly, but by eight bells he was on deck again. By then the Chloe had made some twenty miles inwards, and it was time for Dow’s team to take to their boats.


  The two cutters were made ready, and just as they were about to cast off, Nell appeared – all but anonymous within the bulk of her anorak – and clambered down the ladder to take a seat at Diego’s side. Watching on, Dow heard a moment’s laughter between them, and hated it; obviously the two had long since made up any differences. But then he’d known that the moment Nell had declared that she would sail in Diego’s boat.


  Still, what did she really hope to achieve, to come riding out like this? She could be of no particular help to anyone, surely, a girl and not even a sailor. Well, it was Diego’s problem. Dow determined that he would ignore it – and them. Nevertheless, as the two boats veered off on their separate paths into the gloom, Dow’s eyes kept straying back to the scapegoat. He could not forget how badly he had hoped, secretly – in that teasing instant, when she’d smiled at him in the Great Cabin – that she would choose him to be her pilot.


  But soon Diego’s boat was lost in the night, and Dow had to focus on steering his own craft. They were bearing close to the left hand side of the chasm now, and to the Ice Wall; the beam of their whale oil lamp, bright as it was, quite unable to reach up more than a fraction of the rampart’s height. From so close the ice seemed to lean out awfully as it rose, giving Dow vertigo, as if he looked down over a titanic precipice, rather than up.


  There followed an uneasy and uncomfortable night. There were none of the immediate dangers of their earlier forays amid the berg fields, perhaps, but the air was still bitingly cold, and the boat was still cramped, and in fact with no bergs to watch for, tedium made the hours pass even more slowly. And yet all the while the overhanging presence of the ice weighed on them, a constant menace, like half-heard thunder from a storm cloud.


  ‘Vincente should recall us and turn the ship back,’ muttered Antonio finally, shivering in the bow. ‘We’re of no use here. We could sail right past Nadal and his lost fleet in this dark, and never know it.’


  Alfons gave a laugh. ‘Go on. It’s not Nadal and his fleet you’re worried about, it’s your own skin! And I don’t blame you. A man can hardly breathe between so much ice – there’s no air here.’


  It was true. The night felt suffocating, despite its chill. The gulf itself was the cause. It did not, for all its staggering scale, have the air of permanence. There was a tension quivering in the mighty walls, a silent pressure pushing them inwards, so that it felt as if – should the warm current falter for only a few days in its flow, or even a few hours – the Ice might snap shut again.


  ‘But you’re fearless, I suppose?’ Antonio challenged Alfons.


  ‘Fearless? Not me. But why be faint hearted either, when maybe great discoveries await us only a little further on?’


  ‘Nadal’s fleet, you mean? Or your precious pole?’


  ‘And why not the pole?’


  ‘Ha! There won’t be anything there but ice and more ice. And why would we want to discover that?’


  The poet shook his hooded head. ‘There is something other than ice at the pole, of that I am certain.’


  ‘Why?’ asked Dow.


  ‘Because all the old tales say so. Think; if the mariners of ages past had found naught but ice in the north they would have reported it and been done – why would they lie? But their logs speak ever of passages through the ice, passages that open and close without warning; and of lights glimpsed from beyond the northern horizon. Their ships circled the Wall right around, in search of those lights, and always they remained to the north, somewhere across the Ice – at its heart, in other words, at the pole. Something lies there, sure enough, something potent and bright. But what it is I cannot say.’


  ‘Aye,’ grumbled Antonio. ‘And nor can you say if it’s something that man is meant to behold, or can return from alive.’


  ‘Show some courage, man! Do you think Dow here leads us to our deaths?


  ‘Dow does not lead us anywhere,’ Samson corrected in his good natured way. ‘Captain Vincente has that honour.’ The lieutenant was gazing off towards the shifting beams of light in the darkness, marking the Chloe in the centre of the channel, and further away, in the lee of the opposite wall, Diego’s boat. ‘Our scapegoat too would dispute your point, I think – why else would she be out on such a night, by choice? What do you say, Alfons?’


  The old man was cautious in reply. ‘What would I know of the thoughts of such a one as her? You officers know her better.’


  ‘Maybe. Though I’d suggest that Ignella is not easy for anyone to know. And yet poets and scapegoats share a certain affinity, do they not, for matters of forecasting and fate? So again – what would you say of her?’


  Alfons straightened. ‘I say, mark her well. She is unhappy with our captain, and impatient with her lot. A rebellion brews in her, I feel it.’


  Samson nodded, and eyed Dow briefly in the glow of the ice lamp, as if to confirm some private thought, but said no more.


  And so they crept on through the darkness.


  Later, the fog returned, creeping low upon the water, and the lights of the ship and the other boat faded away to only hazy smudges in the distance, if they were visible at all. The night turned colder still, and dreary flurries of ice drifted down from the sails whenever they shifted. There was nothing to see in the lamp beam now apart from curling fog and black water; and nothing to do, other than hunch upon their seats and wait for the interminable hours of their allotted shift to pass.


  At last a bell could be heard clanging faintly from the Chloe, the signal for recall. In far off parts of the world it would be dawn now, but there in the gulf night held fast – and here was a new problem, for the fog was presently so thick that the lights of the Chloe could not be seen, and even the sound of the bell seemed to come from no direction in particular. Samson ordered the sail loosened, so that the boat slowed, drifting in the mist, but all was grey in the beams of their lamp, backed by deeper shadows just beyond vision.


  They were lost.


  ‘Ahoy there,’ came an equally lost and plaintive call from far off, perhaps to their right, but whether it was the ship or the other cutter, and whether it was ahead of them or behind, it was impossible to say.


  ‘Ahoy,’ Samson called in return, to no avail.


  Dow was staring watchfully over the bow. They had turned inwards towards the centre of the channel, the boat still drifting forward – and was something looming there, ahead of them, in the pearl glow of the lamp? A berg? They had encountered none all evening, only small ice and slush. But no, the shape wasn’t as large as a berg. It was a smaller focus of darkness, taking on a more definite outline now, tall and angled and — ‘Lieutenant!’ Dow warned, shoving the tiller hard over. For advancing from the mist dead ahead was the bowsprit of a ship, and behind it the dark curve of a bow rearing up. Dow, in his alarm, couldn’t understand. Had they somehow turned completely about in the fog? Or had the Chloe somehow got ahead of them, and itself turned back?


  Samson too stared in astonishment. ‘Come left – hard!’ he cried, unnecessarily, for the boat was already turning. ‘Come …’


  The order died in his throat, for the ship was emerging more fully now from the mist. It wasn’t the Chloe, nor was there any risk of it running them down. The ship was not in motion. Indeed, just one clear glance was enough to reveal that the ship would never move again.


  It was a wreck.


  The beam of the ice lamp lit it hauntingly. Partially encased in ice and snow, the vessel was not even afloat, but rather lay beached upon a long spit of rock that here rose a few feet above the water’s surface, a narrow isle in the heart of the channel. The ship’s back was broken where it rested, so that its bow leaned in one direction, and its stern in the other, while in between there was only a ragged mass of collapsed, snow-drifted decking. A solitary mast still rose near the bow, but the ruins of the other two hung askew at awful angles, tangled in frozen rigging.


  Dow and Samson and their crew stared in silence. They did not call out, for it was obvious that the ship was deserted; every deck had long been wrenched open to the elements, and within was all ice and ruin. Their boat slipped noiselessly along the islet’s shore to pass by the vessel’s stern. There, on the panels of the high deck rail, were faded symbols in gold paint that represented its name. Dow looked to Samson.


  ‘It’s them,’ the lieutenant breathed. ‘It’s the Bent Wing.’ And then he did call. ‘Ahoy there! Anyone aboard!’


  No answer came. The derelict ship was falling behind now, an enigma in the gloom. But already new shapes were emerging ahead. The spit of rock grew no wider, but it continued on for some distance, and arranged upon it, picked out by the lamp beam, were humps in the ice and snow that resolved themselves into collapsed tents, and stacks of kegs and boxes, and even a few leaning shacks, cobbled together seemingly from wreckage.


  Here was where the Bent Wing’s crew must have gone. ‘Ahoy there,’ Samson called, more hopefully now. But again, no answer came. No one emerged from the shacks or the tents. Indeed, so abandoned did they look, they might have been a hundred years old.


  ‘Take us in,’ Samson ordered sombrely.


  The shoreline of the spit was of hard stone but gently sloping, and it was no difficulty for Dow to run the cutter lightly aground.


  ‘Alfons,’ said Samson, climbing out, ‘there’s a danger the Chloe might beach itself here if not warned. Take the boat and assume a station well upwind of the wreck. Use the lamp and shout ahoys for all you’re worth until the Chloe finds you, then tell them what lies ahead. Understood? Dow and I will search the camp in case there might yet be survivors.’


  ‘Aye, Excellency.’ The poet’s gaze was roving the spit in awed dread. ‘But there is no one living here …’


  ‘I agree. Nevertheless.’


  Alfons and the others shoved off and vanished into the fog. But even as they went, another cutter emerged from the mist, its lamp beam probing the wreck as its crew stared, white faced beneath their hoods.


  ‘Diego!’ Samson called.


  The second boat joined them on the shore, and the two lieutenants held a hurried conference, after which Diego too sent his boat – under command of his midshipman – back to help warn the Chloe.


  So now there were four left behind to search the frozen camp, Samson and Dow, Diego – and Nell. The scapegoat had stepped ashore without a word, and had already moved a few yards off towards the collapsed tents, her head tilted, as if she was listening. For light, they had only the small signal lanterns from the boats, red and green in colour, and the fog swirled weirdly in the illumination they cast. From somewhere far off a bell rang again: the Chloe, out upon the gulf. But all else was silent.


  ‘How many served on the Bent Wing?’ Nell asked.


  ‘Some two hundred and fifty men,’ said Sampson.


  ‘And not a one still alive, by the look,’ said Diego.


  They went slowly, expecting grim sights, and indeed they found the first corpse not thirty feet from the shore. The man was face down in the snow, his shoulders hunched as if frozen in the act of trying to push himself up. And although there was only the barest breath of air oozing now through the fog, at some point since his death strong gales must have blown across the isle, shredding away most of the clothing from the man’s back, leaving the skin there exposed, pale and hard as marble.


  He’d been starvation thin before he died.


  They moved on, the silence broken now by the distant shouts of the sailors in the boats, calling out their ahoys at intervals, like mournful bird cries. Dow and the others passed another body, also face down, and then a third, sitting propped up against a drift of snow, face to the sky, as if merely fallen asleep there – but the face was grey-white, the bearded cheeks hollow, the mouth grimacing open and full of ice. Ice had pooled, too, in the man’s eyes, blinding him whitely in death.


  They came upon a graveyard. There was no soil on the stony spit in which to bury a man, but it seemed that many of the dead had been laid to rest in an orderly fashion. For here were rows of long shapes covered by snow, and marked each with a wooden plank at the head.


  Lamps held high, Dow and the others walked slowly down the lines, Sampson counting under his breath. ‘Near to eighty,’ he said at last.


  Nell was staring beyond the graveyard to the main body of the camp. ‘Barely a third of their full complement – so where are the rest? And where are the other two ships from Nadal’s fleet?’


  No one answered, and they moved on.


  Beyond the graveyard were the shacks and the tents. There seemed little purpose looking in the tents – every canvas sheet had fallen flat under weight of snow and had since frozen solid. But the shacks demanded inspection. There were four. The first three were long and low, and shack by shack the searchers forced the snow-jammed doors open to discover inside a confusion of cots and hammocks and crudely fashioned stoves.


  But the stoves were cold, and there were no sleepers in the cots and hammocks – only dead bodies; some stretched out peacefully, others contorted in horrible parodies of sitting upright, but all of them the same marble colour, and stiff. Maybe another thirty men in all.


  Beyond these buildings the spit began to narrow towards its further point. The last shack waited there, smaller than the others. Before it stood a great circle of blackened ash and wood – a bonfire, by the look. The Bent Wing would no doubt have carried a good supply of firewood and oil, but at some point the men must have begun to burn the ship itself, for the blackened timbers in the circle were clearly planks from the hull. Perhaps the bonfire was for heat, or perhaps it had been meant as a signal fire for a rescue that never came. In either case, the flames were long extinguished.


  They entered the last shack. It held eight cots, a stove, and a finely crafted table and chairs – the kind of table and chairs that might be found in a ship’s Great Cabin, for the use of the captain and his officers. It must have involved great labour to carry them from the wreck. In the corners were littered many charts and navigational instruments, cast aside.


  Two men also were entombed there. The first lay in one of the cots, his body wrapped in blankets, but the second was seated at the table, his corpse frozen there grotesquely, sprawled forward across the polished wood, his arms outstretched before him. He was dressed in the tattered remnants of an officer’s uniform. And just beyond his fingers, as if the dying man had pushed it away from himself with a last revulsion, was a book – a leather bound journal, its pages spread open and held down against wayward winds by a heavy inkpot. The parchment was crowded with handwriting.


  ‘It’s as I thought,’ said Diego. ‘They’re all long past saving; dead before we even set out. This whole ill-considered voyage has been pointless.’


  Samson shook his head. ‘Not entirely. At least the Sea Lord will be granted some certainty now, as to the fate of his son.’


  ‘The old fool has known the truth of that for years; this was merely to stall the inevitable.’ Diego kicked at an empty wine bottle and it rattled coldly across the stony floor. ‘But yes, as you say, at least the search is done now, and we can turn for home. And none too soon.’


  Nell had been examining the corpses. ‘Done?’ she said. ‘The search is not done. See – here lie a commander and a lieutenant, to judge by their uniforms. But what of the other senior officers? What of the captain? What of the rest of the crew? And what of the other two ships? They’re not here. Nor is Nadal. The search is far from over – we must keep going.’


  Diego snorted. ‘Keep going? Where – deeper into the darkness and the ice? And to find what? More corpses and wrecks, all the while chancing becoming wrecked ourselves in this frozen hell?’


  ‘It would be an insult to these men,’ Nell replied, ‘to not press on and discover the fate of their companions.’


  ‘Ha. It’s not the fate of their companions you want to discover – it’s the pole. All this mad talk of the North Way has infected you too.’


  ‘Why not seek for both men and pole?’


  Diego smiled at her in his superior way. ‘I’d follow you to many places, Nell – but to the ends of the earth? Or to our destruction in seeking for it? No. I’ve said it before – you read too much. All those old tales make for fine stories, and to play explorer is tempting, I’m sure. But for once I agree with our captain – this is no time or place for reckless adventuring.’


  Nell might not have heard him. She had leant over the book on the table and was scanning its final lines in the lamplight. What she read there made her frown in deep perplexity, then glance up to the lieutenants.


  ‘You should see this,’ she said.


  Together, Diego and Samson bent over the pages, while Dow, reminded once again of his ignorance, waited silently by.


  ‘I don’t understand,’ said Diego, suddenly angry.


  But Nell was already squeezing back through the half-open door, her lamp in hand. The others followed her out into the darkness again, caught up in her urgency. ‘Boats,’ she demanded, ‘can you see any boats?’


  Dow stared about in the fog, remembering that the Bent Wing had carried four. One, certainly, was already accounted for – its wreckage, found at sea, had inspired this very voyage. But of the other three nothing was known.


  The fog swirled, thinner than before, it seemed to Dow. Yes, it was lifting. And then …


  ‘There,’ he said.


  A single boat lay drawn up beyond the dead bonfire. It was tipped to one side and full of snow. But although the fog was lifting rapidly now – Dow could see as far back as the graveyard – there was no sign of any others.


  ‘Only one boat left,’ said Nell hollowly. ‘So they never came back.’


  She didn’t explain herself. Instead, with Dow and the others following still, she circled round the officers’ shack to come to the north end of the little island. Here the spit of rock narrowed to a last sliver, beyond which lay only the ice-strewn surface of the gulf. And the fog.


  But the fog was mere shreds now, and in the clear airs they could see fairly a mile across the water. Great pale shadows were striding forward to rear up on either hand, fantastically high and forbidding, the ice walls, louring beneath a sky that was moonless and starless still and veiled with high cloud, but which somehow glowed a distant and icy emerald.


  A shiver not of the cold ran through Dow. Such a lonely place to die, there in the dark and under the watch of those pitiless walls – and yet, the isle and the cliffs above possessed a terrible beauty as well.


  And there was the dilemma. For a part of Dow agreed with Diego – there was no chance of survivors further ahead, and they knew enough now surely to return to the Sea Lord, to flee these icy jaws while they were still able. And yet the great gulf seemed to continue on forever, still two miles wide at least, clear and unbending, and the greater part of him scorned the idea of turning back, lured by the mystery of the darkness ahead.


  But without some sign of hope – some reason to risk his own crew – would Vincente dare to go on?


  From away beyond the southern end of the isle the Chloe’s bell could suddenly be heard ringing, and in reply came distant shouts of recognition. The boats and the ship must have sighted each other at last.


  But Dow’s gaze was on Nell, who had walked to the very northern point of the spit to examine a small shape there, and who was now staring back at them, horror and vindication battling in her eyes.


  They went to her once more. A final dead figure was crouched there by the water, clothes stripped away by the gales, naked and as small as a child. But in fact it was a woman. Her limbs and face were cruelly misshapen and contorted, though not – as with all the other corpses – by starvation. It was clear that even in life she had been a crippled and shrunken creature.


  Dow understood. This was the Bent Wing’s scapegoat – Nell’s own counterpart. And there, on the last few feet of land, the woman had fashioned a sign. From all across the spit – despite her lameness and infirmities – she must have gathered the meagre stones that lay free, and brought them to this spot. Then she had formed them into a large arrow upon the ground, mutely indicating a way, a direction. There was no message or warning to accompany it, but nevertheless the arrow’s intent was clear.


  It pointed north, further into the gulf.
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  9. THE SCAPEGOAT’S PROPOSAL


  The Chloe remained anchored by the isle all throughout that lightless day, its crew bearing uneasy witness to a dreadful landscape: the wrecked and broken ship, the wretched flattened tents, the humped graveyard, and the ice walls looming stark on either hand, rising to a narrow strip of greenish sky. Those walls grew only more intimidating the longer one gazed up at them, crueller and more forbidding than any stone precipice, for on stone at least some plants might cling, or birds nest, or lizards creep. But the ice was devoid of plants or nests or lizards. It was lifeless, and unscaleable.


  On the isle itself, work parties attended to the dead. Their task was to pry up those bodies frozen in the open, and to collect those who lay in the shacks, and to bury them as best could be achieved in the ice and snow of the graveyard. It was a slow, morbid duty. In all, one hundred and forty men – and one woman – had died there upon the spit of stone.


  But the Bent Wing had sailed with a crew near to two hundred and fifty. So where were the others? Furthermore – as Nell had asked – what of the other two ships in the fleet, including the Lord Designate’s great battleship, the Tempest, with its crew of six hundred?


  What of Nadal himself?


  In search of answers to these questions, Vincente spent the day studying the journal that had been found with the dead officers. By nightfall, reports of what he’d read in its pages had begun to filter down to the crew below deck. And what strange reports they were.


  It had been hoped at first that the journal was the Bent Wing’s official log, an account of its entire voyage kept by its captain. But it was not so. Instead, the journal was merely an account of the last months of those left alive on the island, making only brief mention of earlier events. And it had been written not by the captain, but by the ship’s second officer, for both the first officer and the captain had by then left the isle and the crew behind.


  The limited tale that could be gathered was this:


  Some six months into its journey of exploration – four and a half years ago, for those on the Chloe – the Bent Wing had discovered, and begun to map, the gulf in the Ice. The channel had not appeared then as it did now, for according to the journal it was crowded with bergs, and the warm current was cooling even as the Bent Wing sailed inwards. Indeed, somewhat to the north of the stone spit on which it would later be wrecked, the ship found the gulf blocked with jumbled ice. But when the explorers turned back they found that in the interval a collection of bergs had jammed together and likewise closed the gulf several miles to the south of the island.


  Thus were they trapped.


  The crew was not overly alarmed at first, for they carried ample supplies against just such an eventuality – the Bent Wing was a merchantman, its decks laden with cargo, not guns. They had reckoned on travelling as long as two years amid the ice, and were prepared in the extremity to last even for three. And so they settled in to wait for the water to warm again and the bergs to break down and the channel to open once more.


  Instead the entire gulf began to freeze over. The current had failed completely. By the end of their first year of entrapment, the ice had closed in from north and south and the Bent Wing was confined to a tiny reach of open water around the isle. By the end of their second year, even that space was gone. Ice gripped the ship and forced it up against the island, eventually breaking its back upon the stone. And so the crew had abandoned their vessel and made a home as best they could in the camp.


  They did not yet despair, however. They had food for one more year, if doled out carefully, and even the loss of the ship did not mean final disaster – they still had the ship’s boats. Two of them were now converted into sledded craft, and with thirty men to pull each boat, and under command of the first officer, they set off southwards down the frozen channel to try to reach open water again. It would be an arduous enterprise – but the hope was that perhaps rescue ships from home would already be at the mouth of the gulf. And if not, then as a last resort the boats could themselves attempt the voyage back to Great Island, and so fetch aid for those left behind.


  But another year passed on the islet, and the boats never returned. Doubtless they and their crews were lost, caught and crushed somewhere in the ice; and only long afterwards would the crucial piece of wreckage melt free to drift in the ocean, and so be found too late by the searchers sent north by the Sea Lord.


  It was now three and a half years since the Bent Wing had first set out, and supplies were all but exhausted, for there were no animals or birds to hunt on the isle, and few fish to be caught through holes dug in the ice. Already malnutrition and the cold had carried off many of the men, and others, never counted, had simply wandered from the camp – in delirium or in hopelessness or in crazed attempts to escape – and vanished.


  But then came a new development – for the gulf started to open again. The warm current, after three year’s absence, was at last beginning to flow once more, and the ice to melt. But in a final and terrible irony, the gulf was opening not to the south, the way they needed to flee, but at first only to the north. There, gaps were once more appearing between the floes.


  At which point the captain, surrendering to despair at last, or perhaps to madness borne of long captivity, took one of the last two boats, and a dozen men, and set off northwards. He went – he told his second officer, who was left in command – to discover the pole.


  But like the previous parties that had been sent out, he and his crew were never seen again.


  The second officer was alone now, with some eighty surviving men – and one woman – in his charge. The captain had taken the official log with him, so after some weeks the second officer began his own journal. He briefly summarised their predicament, and then declared that the survivors had only one hope left: that the southern regions of the gulf would clear in time for them to send the last boat out in search of help.


  But although the thawing did continue, it was too slow. Through sixty agonising days, the second officer recorded only a steady roster of deaths, his men dwindling to some fifty frozen and starving creatures, then to thirty, and then to a bare dozen, all by then much too weak to launch a boat anyway, even if the ice had cleared.


  It was then that the journal ceased – presumably with the death of the second officer himself. It was unknown thus how long the last few men lingered, but even if the final clinging survivor had somehow held out for several weeks more, relief and rescue, in the form of the Chloe, had still been an impossible nine months away.


  All this the Chloe’s crew learned to their horror as they floated in a gulf now clear completely of floe or berg.


  But it was an account that, for all the details of its despair, left the greater questions infuriatingly unanswered, for the journal made no mention, at any time, of the other two ships in the fleet, neither as fellow prisoners in the gulf, nor as rescuers who might be searching nearby. It was as if the Bent Wing had sailed into the gulf alone and become trapped there alone – as if, indeed, it had ventured unaccompanied to the whole region of the Unquiet Ice, and could expect no immediate help from anyone.


  What could that mean?
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  The work of burial was completed at last, but the Chloe remained anchored by the shore of the island – Camp Island, the men had begun to call it – for fog had descended once more, making the night thick and blind, and Vincente gave no orders to light the ice lamps or to send out the cutters. Those same mists hid from sight the broken ship and the long rows of graves, but the presence of the dead was felt by the Chloe’s crew even if the dead were unseen. Was the cold more penetrating than ever, here by the isle? Or did it just seem worse, given the knowledge that those hundred and forty marooned souls had endured it, night after hopeless night, for nearly four years.


  Below decks, the off-watch sailors clustered around the fires and muttered in disquiet about their position. For if the Bent Wing had been caught here unexpectedly, then could not the Chloe be in its turn? There was no ice in the channel at present, maybe, but how quickly might that change? After all, it was by now forty long, slow miles back to the open sea. Maybe Vincente should turn them around and retreat, rather than risk disaster.


  But at this others shook their heads disgustedly. They were Ship Kings, were they not, not fearful landsmen? And there was open water ahead yet to be explored, and the fate of their comrades in the other two ships had yet to be learned. They must go on, following the mute exhortation of the arrow built by the dead scapegoat, stone by thankless stone.


  But ah – said the doubters – that was the point. She was a dead scapegoat. She had failed in her appointed task, for her ship had met with disaster, had it not? Thus it would be madness to heed her …


  The decision, everyone knew, would be Vincente’s – but it seemed that the captain too was in rare doubt. Why else would they be lying at anchor, fog or no fog, when they had pushed on regardless at all other times? Rumour had it that he was locked in his cabin, hesitating over the fateful choice that lay before him: to go home, the bearer of grim news, but to safety – or to press onwards, further into the unknown, and into danger.


  Dow too pondered the choice, curled in his hammock. He wanted to press on, but it was only when he considered the alternative that he realised how badly he wanted it. For if they turned back – if the voyage was over – then what were his prospects? Life-long imprisonment on the Twelfth Kingdom. Unless, that was, he could stake a claim – as he’d sworn to do when the voyage began – to a permanent position aboard the Chloe.


  But had he staked that claim yet?


  He was not at all sure …


  It was with relief, then, that he woke later to find that the fog had cleared and Vincente had made his decision. When the sails were raised, the Chloe headed north once more, deeper into the gulf.


  The cutters too were ordered out again. With the mist gone, the way forward was clearly outlined between the pale emerald gleam of the ice walls, but the water remained black, and Vincente was wary now of running aground on more unseen islets in the channel.


  Camp Island itself soon fell behind, its sad relics and graves lost from sight, much to the relief of the crew – but in fact one poignant reminder of the disaster followed with them: the last of the Bent Wing’s boats. The Chloe had eight boats of its own, but not knowing into what difficulties he might be sailing, Vincente had seen no sense in leaving a perfectly sound craft behind, and so ordered this ninth boat to be recovered from the snow. There was no space for it on the main deck, however, so the craft – the Bent Wing 2 – was attached by a line to the Chloe’s stern, and trailed after them now like a forlorn pet. Or, as some gloomily noted, like an omen of ill luck.


  But nothing delayed them for the present; the ship crept on, the channel winding slowly back and forth in great reaches. They encountered no other isles, nor any sign that other humans had passed this way before them. The Chloe’s bell marked the sunless hours dolefully, and after fourteen such hours they were, by the officers’ reckoning, thirty miles further along, and now fully seventy from the open ocean. At which point another bank of fog marched out of the night, and Vincente, in his new caution, recalled the boats and ordered the anchor dropped.


  The word was given that the crew should sleep while they might. The blackness was complete around the ship, and the men obediently hunkered in their hammocks, but few found rest, for out of that blackness came varied trills and groans and anguished cracks from the ice walls, loud as cannon fire in the still night, snapping any sleeper wide awake. And at one point there occured a peculiar surge and bubble in the waters of the channel, a southward rush in its flow, that sent the ship swinging slowly on its chain, as lookouts stared vainly into the dark, unable to find a cause.


  But the mists lifted at last, and once more the Chloe raised anchor and sent out the cutters, and crept on in the slow airs. That day, their fourth in the gulf by the timekeeper’s log – for without sunrise or stars there was no other way to tell – was one of arctic surreality. A formless mass seemed to hang in the sky, as if immense falls of snow were descending silently from above, never to reach the sea, or even the high rim of the ice cliffs.


  And yet beneath this canopy the gulf seemed to have some internal lustre, so that its waters glowed with subtle shades of blue and black. An uncanny quiet held over all, broken only by the crackle of frozen canvas, or by sharp reports from the walls. But every now and then another surge of water would come hurrying down the channel, though nothing still could be seen to explain it.


  After a further twelve hours of this, the word from the Great Cabin was that they were now some ninety five miles from the sea. The gulf, though it had narrowed somewhat in that distance, showed no signs of closing. So the question was again being broached – how far might it be to the pole? No captain of old had ever measured the breadth of the ice cap exactly, even those who had sailed full circle around it. Nevertheless, current wisdom held that it could not be much more than three or four hundred miles across. At some point, then, if the gulf stayed open, the middle of the ice cap must be reached. It might be as close – some suggested hopefully – as fifty miles away.


  Fifty miles to the pole! Even the naysayers among the crew looked up with a glint in their eyes at that. To think that such a legendary place was so nearly in reach, and with open water still ahead!


  The prospect revived flagging spirits, even when fog settled again, and the Chloe was forced to anchor for another sleepless night – disturbed repeatedly by the mysterious surges in the channel, each strong enough to set the ship rocking – before raising sail once more.


  But progress became only stranger now, for in addition to the creaks and groans of the ice, there came intermittently a whistling sound, echoing out of the north between the high walls, faint and yet profound, as of a great wind heard from afar, eerie and unsettling to the ear. What it could be, no one could guess. And not only did surge currents continue to come rushing down the gulf, streaming south for a quarter of an hour or so before slowing, it was also noted that sometimes the water in the channel would reverse itself and started to run north, subtly but surely hurrying the ship onwards.


  The grim whisperers below decks started up once more. The ghostly whistling, the inexplicable ebbs and flows in the channel – they were warnings of something dire ahead, pole or no pole. And worse, rumour from the high deck spoke of disturbing readings from the compass. The iron needle had begun to grope blindly about its dial, bereft of its magical abilities. Where then, asked the whisperers, was north now? Did the gulf even lead that way still, or was it twisting about upon itself? Perhaps they were already ensnared in some icy maze. They must surely turn around now and flee!


  Dow – as he steered the Chloe 4 during yet another long and cheerless stint leading out with their ice lamp – found himself staring with near desperation up to the sky. If only the stars were visible, then they could be sure of their course. But the veil of cloud might have been fixed in this part of the world, so little did it change, a greenish pall forever cold, featureless and without comfort.


  And yet, just as their patrol was due to end, something did manifest in the sky for Dow and his crew to behold. Not stars, but something far more baffling. For a strange glow began to leap up, flaring red against the green underside of the clouds, its source seeming to lie north, away and beyond the high rim of the ice cliffs.


  Watchers on the Chloe had observed it too, Dow learned when he was back on board. And at first, reassuring murmurs ran about the ship, for after all, such lights were not unheard of. Did not the old tales speak of exactly such a glow glimpsed beyond the ice, proof perhaps of lands and cities existing beyond the Wall, in the warm seas at the pole? But the whisperers were doubtful. The lights came from no city, they said. They were only a phantom glow, a mirage, drawing the ship on to its ruin.


  Then a more fell portent took shape in the northern sky – if north it truly was. A vast figure formed there, looming above the ice walls. It was made, no doubt, only of cloud or whirling snow, but its appearance was of some immense manlike thing, or the shadow of such a being, cast hugely against the sky by a light behind it. Its head stared down at them blindly, but one great arm seemed to beckon, urging the Chloe onwards, as coldly as might a hangman urge on the condemned man to the noose. And from the depths of the gulf ahead the terrible whistling rose again, closer than ever now, the moan of a hurricane wind, even though all about the ship was still.


  Fearful cries ran about the main deck, but the sound soon fell away, and within an hour the figure in the sky was gone too, lost in the dull glare of red and green. Vincente, if he had observed the figure at all, paid it no mind, for they sailed on as ever. Indeed, there was no need even of the cutters anymore, so well did the glare light their way. And so the crew took courage again, for if their captain dared something, then so must they.


  Besides – said the navigators, bent over their maps – their ordeal was surely almost done. The pole might be less than thirty miles off by now. Just another day perhaps, and the great discovery, and all the fame and fortune that would go with it, would be their prize …
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  But they were not, it seemed, to be granted that last day.


  For the gulf – having held wide and clear for so long – now began to close in about them as they pressed northward. Soon it was less than a mile across, and there was concern on the high deck about the ship having sea room enough to safely manoeuvre.


  But worse was to follow. For at length they came about a great bend in the channel and found that they could go no further at all. With the abruptness of a slammed door, the two walls of the gulf bent to each other and met to form a frowning dead end.


  The officers and crew stared in disbelief. All their suffering in the cold and dark, all their travails – had been for this? To reach this bitter cul de sac, walled irrefutably on all sides by ice three miles high?


  Ah … but there, directly ahead …


  It could be seen now, as the ship drifted closer, that the two walls of the gulf did not quite meet. Instead, between them there remained a hairline fracture that ran from the waterline all the way to the cliff-tops; a chasm of fantastic height and narrowness, barely fifty yards wide at its mouth, and twisting away northwards beyond sight between sheer walls of icy black.


  So the way was not utterly shut …


  They hove to near the entrance of the rift, and Vincente ordered the anchor dropped, then he and his senior officers gathered on the high deck in earnest debate. Dow waited anxiously for their decision. Obviously the Chloe could never hope to venture down such a constricted passage – but there was room yet for the cutters to continue. And surely some end – some answer – must lie almost within reach now, down that twisting interior. And if it should be so, then the renown that would go to the crews of those boats!


  But just when the officers’ debate concluded and the order was given to prepare the cutters for launch, there came a sudden rumbling from within the chasm. All eyes turned to it. A sound arose – familiar, and made even ghastlier now by proximity – the rush of wind rising swiftly within the narrow rift, moaning and piping as if from an enormous set of pursed lips.


  The waters in the chasm sank away abruptly, only to rise up again as a black wall came roaring out of the interior, a wave fifty feet high, or a hundred, foaming all down its front. It erupted from the rift and collapsed in a white flood that set the Chloe bucking at its anchor; then, in a great frothing tide the deluge went rolling away southwards down the channel.


  The wind shrieked a last time and died, but for a quarter hour longer the flood continued, a high river flowing through the rift and off down the gulf, before it too dwindled away to an apparent calm.


  The launch of the cutters was delayed. The Chloe withdrew to a safer distance, and then a watch was set upon the rift, to see if the surge would be repeated.


  It was. For some ten hours the ship waited there, observing, and a further three times in those hours the awful whistling arose in the chasm, and first a great wave and then a following flood came rushing out. Between those floods, significantly, the current could be seen to flow into the chasm, as if the waters were mounting there, only to be hurled back out again.


  That some recurring cataclysm within – or beyond – the rift was the cause, no one doubted, but none could guess what that cataclysm might be. The only clue was that now and then a great rumbling or trembling seemed to shake the ice cliffs that towered all about the ship, making them rain lethal shards of themselves into the sea; and strange shadows pulsated in the dim sky, like immense beasts battling in the clouds.


  Finally a fog sank down from above, at which point Captain Vincente had had enough.


  There would be no launching of the cutters, he announced. The way forward was too perilous for any craft now, of whatever size. There was no sign anyway that survivors of the missing fleet had come this far – and if they had, and then ventured into the chasm, then they were certainly long since drowned. Nor could the Chloe tarry there in the hope of a favourable change in conditions. It was too dangerous, with the cliffs looming so close and liable to drop even larger shards of ice at any time.


  No, they would remain only until the fog lifted, and then they would set sail south, and begin the long voyage home to Great Island.


  The search for the Lord Designate was over.
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  Despondency settled upon the crew, a sour mood of hopes cheated. What had happened to their luck, which had brought them so far, and so swiftly? How could the great gulf, in all its wonder and possibility, have led them nowhere, and told them nothing? How could they be denied so cruelly – when they were so close, everyone was certain – to the pole?


  But if the disappointment was bitter for all, none felt it as keenly as Dow. After all, the ship’s luck was his luck, was it not? Hadn’t his special fortune blessed the voyage, according to the likes of Alfons? Hadn’t the ice albatross summoned him – and so all of them – to the north? But why had it done so, if the voyage was only to end in frustration? And if Dow in fact had no special fortune, then what role could he really claim on the Chloe?


  That was the crux of it. To everyone else their failure simply meant that they must return home in sadness and defeat. But for Dow there was no returning home. For him, the end to the search only raised once more the unresolved question of his future freedom.


  Coldly, he forced himself to review his performance. What had he achieved, really, on this northern voyage?


  Well, he had learned to pilot a cutter during the long-ago drills ordered by Commander Fidel, and had done so competently in the end – but no more than competently, in truth. Then he had landed upon Trap Island, where no one had before – but that had been against orders, and anyway, Samson had been in official command that day. And finally Dow had served for many long nights now in the boats out upon the freezing seas, leading the Chloe safely through all perils of ice and fog – but once again, only under Samson’s command, and anyway, so had nearly thirty other sailors and officers.


  So had he done anything of true note, or on his own? From Vincente’ s point of view, was there anything that had marked him out as a sailor and seaman that the Chloe simply could not afford to lose?


  The answer, Dow had to admit, was no.
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  It was with such uncomfortable conclusions that he went to his cold hammock to sleep, for as long as the fog hung thick and the Chloe swung idly at anchor, there was little else to do. But sleep would not come, no matter that Johannes and Nicky were snoring in their own beds, under mounds of blankets. At length Dow rose and donned his anorak, then stole quietly up through the sleeping ship and emerged into the freezing air of the main deck.


  As ever, the cold took his breath away – but so did the sight that greeted him. The fog gathered heavy upon the water, but from about the level of the mastheads up it thinned, and rearing above the mist were the ice cliffs, looming as a monstrous amphitheatre all around the ship, roofed by a dome of sky which shimmered green and red, the colours glinting off the ice and making the wraiths of fog glow as they danced overhead. And almost unheard, a subliminal thunder ran on and on … The wild beauty of it twisted Dow’s heart. He did not want to give this up; nor any of the amazing things he had seen. But tomorrow they would turn and retreat, and he might never behold such sights again.


  His breath crackling in the frigid air, and his feet crunching softly on the frost of the deck, Dow crossed to the railing that faced the dead end of the gulf, and the great rift in the Wall. It was an hour at least since any wave had issued from its mouth, and the chasm was visible through the mists only as a darker line on the cliff face, where no ice glinted.


  If only …


  If only the voyage could have gone on, if only the gulf had remained open, or if only the captain had dared to launch the cutters into the rift. If only there was still something that Dow could do, some decisive action he could take, some claim he could put forth, and so gain control over his own fate.


  A shadow moved on the high deck.


  Dow turned to see who it might be. There were few enough crewmen about even on the main deck, due to the cold, and Dow had not noticed any officers at all on the high deck. But now a figure was descending the stairs, heavily muffled in arctic gear.


  He knew anyway that it was Nell, and in the dreamlike atmosphere of the fog and the darkness he was unsurprised when she came directly to him. Only her eyes were visible within her furred hood – the scars about them faint webs – as she assessed him with a curious intensity.


  ‘How strange,’ she said. ‘I was about to send a midshipman to summon you from below – and yet here you are.’


  Dow stared in puzzlement. She wanted to see him?


  ‘Or perhaps it’s not so strange. Perhaps it means that I was right to think of you now. And it’s better this way, if no one knows …’ Better? What was she talking about?


  Her abstracted air faded abruptly. She straightened, and then – with a forced effort it seemed – she nodded her head to him in a formal bow. ‘I want to apologise for throwing that glass at you.’


  He blinked at her.


  ‘I mean it, I really do,’ she hurried to insist. ‘I was angry that night, that was all. I considered you a lucky fool who’d happened to survive the great whirlpool by accident, and who was being given undeserved acclaim. That was unfair, I know that now. Whatever you are, Dow Amber, you aren’t a fool, and you aren’t merely lucky.’


  He spoke at last, reserved despite her apology, for he did not quite trust it, or her. ‘What am I then?’


  She appeared to genuinely consider this, as if the answer mattered. ‘You’re someone who acts, I think. You have no power or position or knowledge – and yet you do things, when others find reasons not to. Like landing on the Trap. I know that was your doing, not Samson’s.’ She looked away to the Ice Wall and the mystery of the rift. ‘Which only makes it all the more sad that your future will offer you so little chance to ever act again. There’ll be no use for you on a floating tomb like the Twelfth Kingdom. But this chasm now – if the captain had only given permission for the boats to enter there, who knows what great discoveries you might have made within.’


  Dow considered the rift, startled to hear his own thoughts so closely echoed by her, but even more puzzled as to why she had been considering his future at all. Why would she care?


  She took another seemingly reluctant breath, then confessed, ‘The truth is, Dow Amber, I need your help.’


  ‘My help?’


  Even in the dark he could detect the blush about her eyes, which were now avoiding his. ‘I know. I’ve always been … unfriendly to you. But there’s no time for that anymore. It isn’t even you who is my real enemy, after all. It’s tradition that prevents me.’ She paused a moment, not explaining. Then she asked, ‘You saw the woman on Camp Island?’


  Dow nodded, the frozen figure vivid in his memory.


  Nell’s gaze too was lost in recollection. ‘I’m a student of history in my spare hours – of which I have all too many – and in ancient times, when we Ship Kings first took to the oceans, a scapegoat whose ship was wrecked was considered to have betrayed her vessel. In those days, it was thought fitting to execute such a one.’


  Dow frowned in mystified distaste. He’d always found the concept of scapegoats disturbing anyway – but to kill those who’d failed?


  Nell went on. ‘The Bent Wing’s scapegoat was luckier to have lived in a more civilised age. Or so it would seem. I doubt she felt lucky. It’s such a helpless role we scapegoats play. We can do nothing, we cannot act on our own behalf, and yet we are meant to somehow bear responsibility. The poor woman must have felt a terrible guilt. The arrow, those stones … how she must have laboured. And what was she trying to say? Who was she saying it to?’


  She seemed to realise she was babbling, and stopped herself, taking another deep, hard breath. She stared to the rift again.


  ‘Behold, Dow Amber. Never before – even in the Golden Age of exploration – has a ship stood where we now stand. No one else has ever found their way so deep within the ice. Oh, there are endless tales of openings in the Wall, but always such openings were sighted only from afar, or were closed over again when ships returned to them a season later. And thus, through the ages, the questions have remained. Where do such passages lead? Why do they open and close? What are the lights that are sometimes glimpsed across the ice peaks? No one has ever been able to answer. But we stand within reach of the solution. If we could but push on a little further.


  ‘But do we? No! We are to turn back, says our gallant captain, and his gallant officers agree without a murmur. Men have died trying to get to where we are now – and I don’t just mean the Lord Designate and his fleet, I mean all throughout history. Ship after ship has been lost in the battle with the ice. Even that poor woman – she laboured until her last breath, just to point the way to this place. And yet we – having arrived here with scarcely an effort – want to turn back at the first sign of difficulty!


  ‘It’s shameful. What kind of mariners can we call ourselves, if we retreat now? Are you not curious, Dow Amber, about what lies at the rift’s end? Is it the fabled pole? Is there an ocean of warm water there, with new lands and cities and peoples unmet? Does Nadal still live perhaps, there on the other side? Or is it none of these things, but something else entirely? And whatever the reality, don’t you want to know? Wasn’t it for this very purpose – to explore such a place – that you first longed to set out to sea?’


  Dow listened in growing bemusement. He’d never expected to hear Nell talk this way, so openly, so earnestly. The death of her fellow scapegoat must have affected her deeply. But his puzzlement remained. He understood her vehemence about the decision to retreat, and even shared it – but why was she arguing her case to him?


  ‘Yes,’ he said at last, ‘I wonder what lies beyond the rift. But Captain Vincente has made his ruling.’


  She glanced at him, eyes wide. ‘You agree then with the captain that the chasm cannot be entered, because of the great waves that issue from it, ever and anon?’


  ‘You don’t agree?’


  She dug into the pocket of her anorak, and pulled forth a small object. It was an hourglass. She held it up in her gloved hand. ‘I’ve studied the rift all this day, from my cabin window, with this glass always by my side. Four times now the waves have issued forth since we anchored here. They don’t follow any regular pattern that I can detect, save for this – not once has a wave yet come less than two hours after the wave before. It was twice over three hours – but never less than two. What do you think of that?’


  Dow bit his lip, staring at the timepiece. It was an interesting fact. But surely she wasn’t suggesting—


  She put the glass away, looking once more beyond the rail to the mouth of the rift. ‘Imagine if a boat set out just after a wave had come through, it would have two hours at least to explore the chasm. One hour to progress as far inwards as it could, and then, if nothing had been found, nor any safe place to anchor or dock, the crew would still have one hour to come back.’


  An hour? Dow couldn’t help but calculate. It was unlikely that a sail could be raised in the rift, but how far could a cutter row in that time? Four miles? Six miles, if the crew was pushing hard? What might such a journey reveal, six miles between those narrow cliffs …


  ‘Vincente would never allow it,’ he said.


  Nell laughed softly. ‘I’ve already asked him, and indeed he refused. He said that without knowing the cause of the waves, we cannot be sure of their timing, and that he will not risk men’s lives on a guess.’


  Dow shrugged. That was that then.


  Nell wasn’t finished. ‘I mentioned it also to Lieutenant Diego.’


  Her tone was carefully neutral, but Dow was quick to discern the trace of disappointment. ‘And?’


  She looked away. ‘He too scorned the idea.’


  Dow smiled coldly.


  ‘It’s not that he lacks the courage for it,’ Nell protested. ‘He simply thinks it cannot hope to succeed. Also – as I knew before I asked – he would never disobey a direct order from the captain, for all that he has no fondness for Vincente. Like all Ship Kings officers, he is locked into too rigid a chain of command and protocol to strike out alone.’ Here she straightened, to stare archly at Dow. ‘But you are not an officer or a Ship King.’


  Ah … so that was the way of it. Dow’s curiosity cooled a fraction. No wonder she had apologised for her behaviour, and even praised him. Her own loyal lieutenant – her purported future husband, no less – had declined to indulge her fantastic proposal, and so she’d turned to Dow – the ignorant New Island boy – first to charm him, and then to use him.


  He let his disdain show. ‘You think I should disobey the captain and take a boat into the chasm?’


  ‘Of course not!’ was her affronted reply. ‘I want to go. But I need you and your crew to take me.’


  Dow was surprised into silence. She wanted to go? But that was ridiculous. She wasn’t a sailor, she was only ...


  She might have heard his thought, so angrily did she bridle within her anorak. ‘You think you’re the only one capable of bravery? You think only you dare maelstroms and the like? You’ve no idea what others are capable of – what I’m capable of; what I’ve already been through just to stand here on this ship. Far worse than your little whirlpool, believe me!’


  Her fury was so impressive (and so outrageous – little whirlpool indeed!) that Dow’s scepticism evaporated. He saw that she really did intend to do this thing. But it made no difference.


  He said, ‘Even if I could convince the crew to do it, what hope is there of obtaining a craft? The captain has forbidden any expedition. There’s no way we could launch a boat in secret. Everyone would see.’


  Her anger vanished as quickly as it had come, replaced by an eager excitement. ‘That’s just it. We don’t have to launch one, not from up here on the main deck. Have you forgotten? One is already launched; it’s waiting in the water, attached only by single line.’


  Once more, Dow was taken aback. She was right. The boat from the Bent Wing had been trailing behind the Chloe all along, and it floated there still. It had no rigging, true, but it still possessed rowlocks for oars.


  So it could be done. Conceivably. Possibly.


  But even so …


  ‘The men will never agree,’ he said


  Her eyes were still fervent. ‘They followed you through the reefs to Trap Island, did they not? They consider you touched by fate, I know; the old poet in particular. They’ll follow you into the rift as well.’


  ‘Against the captain’s orders?’


  ‘They will – if you tell them that their own scapegoat gives her blessing. Indeed, that she will go with them. Think of it, Dow Amber, think of the fame that will be ours, if we can pass through. Think of the lives that will be ours – the freedom that we will win for ourselves – if we succeed. Otherwise what awaits you? Obscurity and confinement. And as for me …’


  As for her …


  Again, as it had long ago on the Twelfth Kingdom, a surge seemed to run between them, a connection – only far stronger this time – and Dow glimpsed in her the same horror of inactivity and helplessness that lay in himself. It was a horror that had driven her to swallow her pride and to ask for help from someone who until now she had regarded as beneath her. He didn’t understand her reasons fully, but he recognised the desperate need in her to act, whatever the cost – to do something other than exist as a mere useless symbol.


  Dow, of all people, knew what that was like.


  He gave a single, slow nod.


  Her eyes flashed joyfully and she gripped him about the shoulders. ‘Then you must fetch your men now, while the ship sleeps. We must be ready to set out as soon as the next wave comes. If we delay it will be too late. Vincente means to depart the instant the fog lifts.’


  ‘I’ll try. That’s all I can do.’


  ‘Meet me in the sail room with your men in half an hour.’


  ‘But the boat—’


  ‘I’ll take care of the boat. Go!’


  Dow went.


  And yet … he was not sure, even now, that he really meant to go through with it. It was preposterous, after all, to think they’d get away undiscovered. And to actually enter the chasm might be suicidally dangerous, no matter Nell’s theories. No, Dow promised himself, if by some chance they made it that far, only then would he decide it was truly safe to proceed.


  He stole away below and found Alfons on the Third Gun deck. The old sailor was sitting with several of his drowsy fellows around one of the fires. Catching his eye, Dow drew him away to a corner and in a low voice quickly explained the situation, as Alfons’s gaze went wide. The poet gave a soft whistle when Dow was done, and chewed a fingernail.


  ‘We’ll all be flogged,’ he opined finally.


  ‘I don’t think so,’ said Dow, ‘not even if we’re caught. Not when it’s the ship’s scapegoat’s own idea.’


  ‘Aye. Whatever else could be said, a scapegoat is a scapegoat, and not to be lightly ignored. And I saw this coming in her, did I not? ’ Alfons studied Dow all the more wonderingly. ‘You though – you’re the key, Mr Amber. Are you meant to do this, do you think?’


  Dow considered uneasily. Was he meant to do this? No – he no longer allowed himself to believe things like that. But he wanted to do it, of that there was no doubt.


  He did not wish to lie to the old man though … He said, ‘I think we should do it, that’s all I know.’


  Alfons nodded. ‘Good enough for me.’ He glanced to his mates around the fire. ‘But you’d be wanting all six of us to crew the cutter, and Luca and Danton are in sick bay with frost-bit fingers – those nights leading-out in the boats got to ’em, gloves or no. I can vouch for the other three, but I don’t know that I could convince anyone else to come, not against orders. They don’t know you as well as we do, you see.’


  Dow pondered. ‘Never mind. I think I know of two more.’


  ‘We’ll need strong backs, mind!’


  ‘Don’t worry – they’re strong.’


  Dow hurried down another two decks to the smithy.


  He had absolutely no right, he knew, to ask it of Johannes and Nicky. They owed him nothing, indeed, the reverse was true, so generous had they been to him since he’d come on board.


  Yet somehow he knew they’d want to go – and when the bleary Johannes was roused from sleep and told the story, his reaction was to slap himself across the face to come fully awake, and to grin at Dow as if really seeing him for the first time. ‘Well now,’ he declared at last, ‘if a scapegoat and a poet and the boy who rode the maelstrom are all for it, who am I to say no?’


  A sudden doubt struck Dow. ‘You can row, can’t you?’


  Johannes only laughed hugely in reply, then reached over to the next hammock to give the still snoring Nicky a shove.


  So Dow had his crew.


  [image: 9781743432488_0249_001]


  The sail room was situated in the forecastle, and was a jumbled space of stacked canvas and long workbenches. It was deserted with the ship at anchor, and unheated, but it opened directly to the main deck. The six men – each bundled so heavily as to be barely recognisable to each other – waited in the shadows while Dow stood on watch at the half-open door, peering out.


  The Chloe seemed safely somnolent. Lamps glowed dimly here and there in the rigging, haloed by the mist, and one or two figures could be glimpsed huddled at watch posts, their breaths plumes of steam. High above, the red and green glows still shimmered against the sky, but below, the fog remained a dense cloak about the ship. But even with the fog’s help, Dow could not imagine how they would bring the boat alongside unobserved – let alone climb down to it. The stealth required would be impossible.


  Then he noticed a figure moving haltingly along the railing. It was Nell – but what she was doing? She would move a few steps, stare out seemingly at the mist, then move a few steps more. It wasn’t until Dow noticed that one of her hands trailed oddly over the side that he realised what was happening. She had untied the boat from the stern, and slowly, as if merely wandering along the main deck rail, she was dragging it forward.


  Dow had to smile. The nerve of the girl! She reached the foot of the forecastle, surreptitiously made the rope fast there, then came over to him, and together they slipped back into the sail room.


  ‘Even so,’ Dow whispered, ‘we’ll never get the eight of us down the side without being seen. Or heard.’


  ‘Yes we will.’ She was half a head shorter than anyone in the room, and was almost on tiptoe with anticipation. ‘All we have to do is wait for the next wave to come – it shouldn’t be long now – and in all the rush and noise, no one will hear a thing as we climb down.’


  She’d thought of everything.


  So they waited. The time stretched on, and every now and then Dow peered anxiously out to the main deck, but no watchmen came their way, and no chance wanderer happened upon them.


  At last, he sensed that the Chloe was moving slowly beneath them, swinging on its anchor chain. ‘Do you feel it?’ Nell whispered, her breath hot in his ear. ‘It’s very close now. In the last few minutes before a wave comes, a current always begins to flow into the chasm.’


  Dow nodded. Hidden by the fog, the waters of the gulf were streaming silently in through the rift’s mouth, like an inhalation of breath. Dow held his own, waiting. And then it began, the same eerie whistling, louder and more uncanny than ever – and following it, the growing roar of the approaching wave, barrelling through the icy narrows. It was invisible from Dow’s vantage point, but the thunder was unmistakable as it collapsed outwards into the channel. The Chloe lurched and lifted its bow into the surge, swinging back hard against the anchor.


  ‘Move!’ Nell hissed, and then the eight of them were through the door and hastening across the deck to the rail. In a few instants the first man – it was Alfons, a purloined oar in his hand – was over the side and shinnying down the rope to the boat. The little craft was bumping alarmingly against the hull as the water churned by, but so were many sizeable chunks of floating ice, so perhaps even now no one would take notice. Swiftly the other five rowers followed, each man with his own oar, and some also toting ropes or lamps, and one a small anchor. Then it was only Nell and Dow left topside.


  Which was when a voice enquired, ‘What in all the seas are you men up to there?’


  They spun. A bundled figure was approaching questioningly from the direction of the stern castle – an officer. But even as the man came up he unwrapped his hood, and Dow saw to his partial relief that it was Samson. The young lieutenant stared down in bafflement at the boat, and then at the two figures by the rail. Moved by some intuition, Dow said nothing but opened his own hood to show his face. Nell did the same.


  Samson studied them both. Several times his lips moved as if he was going to speak, but each time something stopped him. Dow waited. There was no reason to hope that the Samson would understand what they were trying to do, or that he would allow it. And yet he knew, too, that Samson – for all that they’d never discussed it – felt indebted to him, because of the landing on Trap Island. The lieutenant’s standing on the Chloe had risen immensely since then, and Dow had said nothing to gainsay the impression that it had been Samson’s idea all along. But they each knew the truth.


  Or maybe it was Nell’s presence that made the difference. Or maybe Samson really did understand, all in a glance, what was happening. For in the end he only shook his head warningly, just once, as if to say I was never here, and never saw you, then he turned and walked away.


  Already the peak of the surge had passed, and the heaving waters of the gulf were settling once more. Nell slipped over the side and down the rope, and Dow followed. Johannes was pushing the boat away from the hull even as Dow lighted in the stern. His first impression, as he took the tiller, was that the Bent Wing 2 was a cold boat – the boat of a dead crew, and still rimmed with ice from its last resting place on Camp Island.


  But it was whole, and it was a cutter of the same design that Dow had already piloted. He turned it smoothly, and under the soft strokes of the oarsmen, they set off through the fog towards the ice wall.
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  10. THE INNER SEA


  They rowed in darkness, for they did not yet dare light any lamps, though no cry or alarm came from the ship as it sank away behind in the mist. Ahead, the ice cliffs rose and rose until Dow had to tilt his head back as far as it could go just to see the upper rim, a high edge against the shimmering sky. Then the rift emerged through the fog, a black fracture extending up the shadowed wall. Its mouth was somehow narrower up close than it had looked even from afar, its sheer jaws vibratingly taut, as if they might snap shut at any moment.


  Nell was sitting at Dow’s side in the stern seat. She pulled forth her hourglass and held it up in the dark. ‘One hour,’ she said to the crew. ‘Row without fear for one hour – and we’ll see what we see.’


  The men nodded and bent their backs to their oars – perhaps because, facing sternwards, they couldn’t see the chasm gaping as awfully as could Dow. He knew he should speak here, as he’d planned; he should demand they halt and then study the rift for at least a few last moments, and consider what they were about to do. But he found he had nothing to say – or at least nothing that didn’t sound craven – and so they slid forward without any discussion at all, and the towering maw closed about them.


  Immediately it was warmer, strange though that seemed with the ice cliffs pressing only a few yards off on either hand. But the darkness now became impenetrable, and so Dow did then call a halt, so that they could light their lamps. These were not whale-oil lamps, only regular ship’s lanterns – but in the frozen confines they gave better illumination than might have been expected, for their light was reflected, glinting, by the ice all about, as if the chasm was eager to display itself.


  It was an unnerving sight. The sea between the cliffs was black, and fog curled above it like steam. The current was still running outwards, the last of the flood, but only gently now, undulating against the ice walls, where nicre crackled softly. Forward, the chasm bent away to lose itself in shadows, and overhead the cliffs rose into darkness; the sky – three miles above – hidden, so that it seemed the walls met together, and the boat floated in a great tunnel rather than a rift open to the air.


  They rowed on, at a steady but cautious pace, for the oarsmen must not exhaust themselves. Dow steered lightly as the chasm twisted and turned. Soon the entrance had disappeared behind them, and the effect was not even of a tunnel anymore, but rather of an ice cave, a long, low chamber without any entrance or exit – a white prison. At his side, Dow could feel, even through their heavy clothes, that Nell was trembling.


  Was she afraid?


  Was Dow himself?


  All he could say for sure was that he was aware – in a manner indeed that reminded him of the maelstrom – of being faced with something that was too outsized for human capacity. Yes, the Bent Wing 2 and its crew might venture down this chasm for a time, but he did not think they would be able to endure it for long. The weight of the ice above them was too great; the pressure of it, barely leashed, ached palpably in the air. And if that wasn’t enough, there was the threat that any moment a sudden piping wind might blow and a great wave rise to smash them in the narrow space. Nell’s reassurances about such things seemed all but meaningless now.


  But they rowed on, the chasm winding somewhat but holding its course, while the sand of the scapegoat’s hourglass dwindled slowly through its funnel. Dow forced himself not to watch it constantly.


  Nothing blocked them, and nothing hindered them, but their nervousness only grew. The chasm, for all its stark quiet, was never at rest. From time to time sharp detonations cracked out from the walls like musket shots, followed by weird fusillades of echoes that would run up and down the rift mockingly. Or the silence would be broken by a sudden loud splash from ahead or behind, beyond the range of the lamplight; the sound of ice falling in deadly chunks from the walls, although nothing could ever be seen. And occasionally great rumblings seemed to shake the entire chasm, making the water dance and ripple, and they would wait in dread in case a wave should rise.


  Worst of all there came finally, from high above, a sound like shrieking laughter, and then the rattle and crash of something huge breaking free maybe a mile overhead, to drop careering between the cliffs. They all crouched in terror in their seats, waiting for the impact – but all that reached them long moments later was a spray of pulverised ice, falling like snow.


  ‘Monsters of the deep,’ moaned Alfons, barely daring to straighten again as the crystals swirled. He stared fearfully up into the blackness. ‘We are being warned – the Ice does not want us here.’


  No – thought Dow – a human heart and mind could never be at peace in such a place. It was not that the chasm was evil or unnatural, for all that it was easy to imagine malice or some monstrous influence there, but like the maelstrom it was so preternatural that a man could visit it only fleetingly and fearfully, and then must either flee again or go mad.


  ‘How long,’ he demanded of Nell, when the flurry cleared, for she had put the hourglass away some while ago. The faces of the rowers too turned to her, their skin a sickly shade in the lamplight. Surely, those faces seemed to say, the hour must almost be up. Surely they should turn back now – for why press on? They had been willing to chance this endeavour, but the ice was too much for them. The chasm had no end, and no survivors from the lost fleet had ever come here – or if they had, they had long since died in some distant dead end, lost and alone and driven insane by the rift’s tortures.


  Nell hesitated, but at last withdrew the glass and held it up. Not half its sand had yet run through. The men stared slack jawed. So slowly did the sand seem to be trickling down the funnel that Dow for a vexed moment was convinced that Nell had tampered with the device.


  ‘On,’ she said, but the word came out a fearful whisper, amplified tauntingly by the ice walls. Her eyes creased in anger, and she sat up to speak more clearly, defying the echoes. ‘What are we, to fear mere snowstorms and noises? On – for half an hour more yet.’


  Dow couldn’t tell just then if he hated or admired the scapegoat. Did she truly still see a purpose in this voyage, or was it only stubbornness? And yet the men bowed their heads and resumed their strokes, and Dow steered on, if for no other reason than not to be shamed by her.


  Oh, but how slowly the time passed, and how little progress they seemed to make, for as they crept forward they were forever at the centre of their own circle of light, the shadows retreating ahead of them, and the shadows following on behind. They might have been but a few hundred yards from where they’d begun – but they knew too that this wasn’t so, that already the way back was long, and overhung with potential disaster.


  There had been little enough speech in the boat before the ice fall – now there was none. And the longer the silence drew out, the louder the unheard throb and pulse of pressure sounded inside Dow’s head. Were the walls bowing inwards from the weight above them? He felt he could no longer trust his eyes. But even as he opened his mouth – to say what, he didn’t know – he felt a puff, suddenly, of warmer air on his face.


  It was gone again in an instant, but it had been quite real. Distracted from his fear, Dow pulled off a glove and tested the water with a finger. It was milder than ever – cold still, but far now from freezing. The source of its heat, of the whole warm current, must lie very near.


  And yet – surely water so warm must be eating away at the base of the ice cliffs? Puzzled, Dow looked hard at the walls, and was astonished to see what he should have seen, no doubt, some time ago. The lower few feet of walls were no longer of ice – they were of stone!


  He stared back and forth along the chasm. Yes, on both sides the ice walls rested now upon rocky feet, the stone glistening with frost, so that it still appeared white in the lamp glow. At some point, the ice chasm had become a fissure running through solid bedrock.


  ‘One hour,’ said Nell, and the rowers put up their oars. The boat slid a few last yards in silence. There was, Dow noted, no current flowing outwards any longer.


  Faces haggard, the six crewman stared expectantly at Nell – turn back, their silence said. But Nell turned to Dow, and in her eyes he read a mix of defiance and pleading. She wanted to go on, but even her nerve was failing now. She couldn’t make the choice.


  ‘The walls,’ Dow said to the rowers. ‘Look at them. The ice sits not in the ocean anymore, but upon dry land.’


  The men looked about, startled.


  ‘We must go on,’ Dow added, striving to sound calm. ‘At least a little further, to see what this means …’


  Nell took a grateful breath. In the bow Alfons gave a doubtful tilt of his head, but nodded finally. ‘Another quarter hour then,’ said the poet, his eyes intent upon Dow, as if demanding a promise.


  ‘Aye,’ added Johannes, ‘a little further. And we can row like men possessed if we still have to turn tail for home.’


  So Nell tipped the hourglass, and they went on.


  On either side, the stone walls rose gradually higher. Ten feet, then twenty above the waterline, and eventually they extended beyond the range of the lamps. And even though Dow could sense the ice still towering on top of the stone, there was at least some comfort in knowing that the whole edifice rested now on a solid base. Stone walls would not suddenly slam shut, the way ice might. Nor would they collapse so easily.


  But watching the walls, Dow became aware of another change. The water – ever so slightly – had begun to ripple and undulate once more. But now it was flowing inwards. And dragging the boat along with it.


  He fought down panic. He knew what this inflow meant – the next wave could not be far off.


  But they were almost through, he was sure. The rift was growing wider. At its narrowest it had dwindled to a bare thirty yards across, but slowly it was opening out again. Dow felt as if a band was loosening about his lungs. And as the rowers hurried the boat forward, so did the inflow increase, and time too hastened on. It seemed like only moments before Nell was holding up the hourglass, to show it drained by a third.


  But no one suggested stopping, for high, high overhead a thin strip of colour had become visible. A line of red and green. It was the sky. And sight of it again was as welcome as dawn after the blackest of nights, for it confirmed that the end of the chasm must be close – and with it the source of the glow against the clouds, for the green and red shimmers were brighter than ever.


  On they plunged, oblivious to the strength of the current now, even though it was sucking them inwards as fast as the men could row. The walls flew by, but at the same time the mists low upon the water were thickening, so that the boat rushed forward into hazy obscurity. Or was there a glow directly ahead now?


  Then the chasm walls vanished on either hand, as abruptly as if the boat had just issued through an enormous gateway. Open air was all about them, a giddy freedom from the weight of ice and stone overhead, and the rowers put up their oars again, turning to stare forward into the tantalising mist. Dow knew what they must be thinking, of the rumours of green lands and bright cities that waited beyond the Ice Wall. He too stared.


  The boat slid on, drawn now by the current alone, as if on a wide, bank-less river. A low rumbling came from ahead, and indeed from all around. The glow through the mists brightened, and then finally the fog was fragmenting and lifting away in spirals. The boat emerged at last into clear water and open night. The eight of them looked. And looked.


  ‘Oh,’ whispered Nell. ‘Oh no …’


  For a first bewildered moment Dow thought he was beholding a city – a city of towers and streets, all lit by thousands of red lamps. But then he realised that nothing before him was man-made.


  Instead there rose – some four or five miles away across troubled waters – a mountain; a mountain that was on fire; a great, cruel cone of ash and slag, wracked and tormented by forces so mighty they had collapsed half its bulk, leaving a fractured rim that curved about a hollowed-out core, a crater from which a glow leapt constantly, red, then green, then white. And all around this burning, broken titan there spread a vast circle of ocean, ringed on all sides by the soaring cliffs of the inner Ice Wall, which climbed here to even more stupendous heights than the outer ramparts, like a blister upraised about a hot wound, four miles, maybe, from foot to peak.


  ‘A volcano,’ Nell breathed, in a horror so profound that Dow turned from the wonder of the sight to look at her. ‘A cauldron of fire. And we have sailed blindly within its grasp …’


  She was not staring at the mountain, Dow saw, but rather at the Ice Wall that circled all around. His gaze followed hers. He knew the word volcano, for he had heard tales told – home in the inn at Stromner – of the fiery hills that existed upon Red Island. Indeed, the mountain ahead looked much as he’d imagined a volcano might, if all the more forbidding in reality.


  But he saw now what Nell saw – that the fearsome mount was in fact only the small inner nub of the true, and far greater, volcano. For it was not ice that surrounded the inner sea – it was instead a vast rampart of stone, jagged and snow draped, uplifted in a sheer and unbroken wall; a ring four miles high encircling a drowned crater fully fifteen miles across. And all about the surface of that crater, steam was rising from the ocean in great plumes, illuminated by a fire-glow that came from under the water; blazes raging in the depths.


  They had not sailed within sight of a volcano.


  They had sailed inside a volcano.
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  For a time, as the others too absorbed the gravity of their situation, there was a stricken silence in the boat. All the while they were swept further out into the inner sea, but no one took up an oar to fight against the current. Forgotten too was any fear of the imminent wave that had so threatened them in the chasm. All such matters seemed shrunken now; it was everything the mind could do to simply take in the scale of the scene. Mists and smokes choked the sky, and a hot stench hung in the air that reminded Dow of gunpowder.


  It was Johannes, native of Red Island, who broke the awed hush. His tone was deceptively calm, as if he viewed the setting only from a distance, and stood in no danger. ‘Many are the fiery craters and hot pools of my homeland – but there is nothing to approach this.’


  ‘Aye,’ uttered Alfons, with a similar dazed detachment. ‘And here lies the answer to many a mystery of old. The sea is warmed by the fires beneath us, and then through the cracks that open in these great walls it can flow to melt a passage though the ice to the outer world.’


  ‘Just such a passage as we followed to come here,’ agreed Johannes. ‘But never the same passage twice – for different cracks must open and close over the years as the earth shifts and quakes, and the fires below too must ebb and surge in their heat, and so in turn the warm currents will flow or fail, and the channels they cut will freeze or thaw. All exactly as the legends say. No wonder the mariners of old were so confounded.’


  ‘And yet we have not been!’ rejoined Alfons. ‘Behold; these fires have raged hotly enough, and enduringly enough, to clear our way even in the dead of winter. We are favoured by fortune still, it seems.’


  But Nell – Dow saw – did not agree. She was shaking her head wordlessly, as if too appalled to speak.


  ‘What?’ he asked her.


  ‘Fools,’ she whispered. ‘We must turn back.’


  Turn back? Dow looked behind them. By now, the current had carried them some distance inwards from the crater wall. Above the fogs towered unspeakable bastions of stone, red in the fire glow. The rift through which they’d come was a great dark breach torn in those bastions, wide and crumbling at its peak, but narrower at its base. White froth foamed there at sea level, where the flow from the chasm came rushing in.


  Johannes said, ‘But what of survivors? Could not there be men here from the lost fleet? Should we not search for them?’


  ‘Fools,’ grated Nell again. ‘There is no one here. If they came, they are dead. And so will we be soon if we stay.’


  ‘Why?’ demanded Dow. ‘What’s wrong?’


  ‘Don’t you see?’ She thrust the hour-glass at him – until now wrapped tightly in her hand. ‘It will soon be two full hours since we set out. Two hours since the last wave ran through the chasm.’


  Dow could only frown in perplexity. What did that matter, when they were no longer in the chasm?


  Her breath was exasperated. ‘Where do you think the waves come from? They don’t begin in the chasm. They begin here! The water is sinking for now, but it will rise again, violently, and soon!’


  Sinking?


  Dow stared back again at the water rushing in through the rift – and slowly the realisation dawned. On a vast scale the level of the inner sea must indeed be dropping, and so drawing in the outer ocean. Dow couldn’t begin to guess what might cause such massive drainage, but what disturbed Nell he knew was not the inflow itself, but the knowledge that very soon it must all be reversed. Had they not seen it from the deck of the Chloe, at the mouth of the rift; the waves howling out of the chasm.


  Johannes, wise in the way of volcanos, was nodding in dread and wonder. ‘Yes. I see how it must be. In my homeland there are geysers among the hot pools – caverns beneath the surface that will draw water into them, bubbling and steaming, until, at regular intervals, be it an hour, or a day, some crucial pressure is reached in the depths below, or some chamber is filled beyond bearing with steam, and then with a great gush the geysers will explode, expelling all the water they’ve absorbed in scalding jets and fountains. So it must be here – but of a magnitude beyond all reason, enormous enough to lift this entire sea, and so send waves rushing out through the chasm.’


  Dow’s skin crawled in trepidation. His gaze returned to the hourglass in Nell’s hand, and then met her eyes, to read the despair there. They knew that the upheavals came as little as two hours apart. And the timepiece showed a bare third remaining of their second hour.


  He stared back the way they’d come. They must row for their very lives – but before he could give the order, he saw how hopeless it would be. For they’d been driven a full mile now from the crater wall. Even if they could row against the current, and reach the chasm again, what then? It must be another five miles back through the ice. Could they make it that far – against the flow – before the surge came thundering through behind them?


  No, little hope lay that way. What then could they do? Where could they go? The only safe course was to get out of the water – but there was no way to scale the sheer crater walls. Which left only …


  Dow turned full about. There it stood, still three miles at least across the inner sea, the central mount of the greater volcano – not truly central, but in fact set much closer to their own side of the crater. Luckily so! Barren and stony and riven with fire, it was dry land nevertheless.


  ‘Row,’ he said, pointing. ‘Row hard.’


  The oarsmen did not need it explained – they had all seen exactly what Dow had seen. They set to in a frenzy, heaving on the oars. Too fast, Dow knew, and too frantic. They would never last. But he said nothing, only stared forward doggedly as he steered.


  Nobody spoke. There was nothing to say. A throbbing undertone was building around them, but whether it came from beneath the water, or was a pulse in the air itself, Dow couldn’t tell. He knew only that as the throb rose, so did the expectation of disaster in his heart.


  Nell was hunched over her hourglass, eyes fixed upon it. The sand ran down to empty, and wordlessly she flipped it over. Two hours gone, and the third hour begun. This very moment, perhaps, vast chambers far below were filling with unbearable volumes of steam.


  On they rowed, the oarsmen gasping and straining. The mount rose steadily before them; Dow could see small waves breaking upon its shores. But – though surely it was only his imagination – it seemed, too, he could feel the water actually dropping away beneath the boat, the basin hurrying to its catastrophe. The upheaval was possible at any instant, but if it could just hold off a little longer, only a quarter hour more, then they—


  Dow felt it happen before any sound came; an almighty push from deep below, an impact of pressure so profound that the air and the water and the sky all seemed to compress from the shock of it, silent.


  Then everything un-compressed, and moved.


  Thunder boomed, long and rolling. The mountain ahead of them shook, and the towered cliffs all about the sea shuddered, and great clouds of ice and stone rained in slow avalanches down their sides. The whole crater jolted and lurched, across all of its fifteen mile width.


  But Dow’s gaze was fixed upon the water. Beyond the inner mount, at the crater’s very centre, the surface writhed and flexed in a way that no water ever should. It might have been one solid mass, like jelly almost, shaken upon a gargantuan dinner table. And then, with a slowness that was in seeming only, it began to rise in an immense bulge, a mound of blackly swollen water that built and built upon itself until it grew into a vast shadow looming behind – and indeed overtopping – the mount that now stood shrunken before it.


  Dow stared in stark disbelief. He could only imagine a great bubble of steam rising from some hellish abyss, a bubble so huge and hot that for a moment the ocean must rise bodily above it. But all bubbles must burst. The great bulge of water suddenly seethed white, and with a thunder that drowned all previous thunders, a storm-cloud of steam and ash heaved roaring from the depths and climbed titanically into the sky, raining down hot spray and shedding bolts of lightning from its flanks.


  ‘Hold fast,’ Dow cried. ‘A wave will come.’


  Beneath the thunderhead, the bulge in the sea was collapsing as he spoke – engendering, as it did so, a great rolling wave of unguessable height, already cresting and crashing in white fury. It raced out from the eruption like an enormous ripple from a stone thrown in a pond, broke effortlessly around the shores of the mountain, smashing and battering the cone’s lower slopes as it went, then regathered itself into one front, and came on.


  There was nowhere in all the crater that the Bent Wing 2 could run to escape it. Dow and the others merely grabbed hold of whatever they could, and waited in the silent stupidity of utter fear. The wave grew, and the pounding of its approach made the timbers hum under their hands. A chill wind blasted in their faces, spray stinging. Then it was upon them.


  For Dow, the world exploded into warm water and white hot pain. His hands were ripped from the tiller, and the boat vanished from beneath him. Salt burned, first in his mouth, and then deep in his throat. He was hurled down and thrown up in uncountable cycles, and in a blackness that was more profound than any night.


  He was drowning, he knew, and had only just begun to wonder if he should struggle against it, or whether he’d been plunged too deep now to even bother, when suddenly he found himself on the surface, coughing up a horrible froth, and sucking in cold air.


  White foam seethed everywhere and for a time his eyes were too stinging and blurred to see. He called out names – ‘Johannes! Nicky!’ – but no one answered, at least not that he could hear over the thunder that still reverberated about the crater. Where was everyone?


  His vision cleared, but all around there was only black water, and above, the dissipating storm cloud. He was alone upon the sea. Great swells were marching back and forth, echoes of the first great wave, and Dow noted fleetingly that a portion of that wave must even now be charging out through the chasm, to burst forth eventually into the gulf. The surge would set the Chloe rocking at anchor, disturbing the sleepers aboard the ship, otherwise so unaware of the tumult occurring less than ten miles away from them …


  A swell lifted him briefly and he stared out from its crest. There was still no sign of the boat or of his companions – Were they all drowned then? – but the shore of the inner mount was close now, barely a mile away. The last retreating waters from the flood were still streaming from its lower shores, but the greater part of the cone had stood clear from the surge, and from its crater there yet rose fountains of fire and smoke. It looked a shore unwelcoming and precarious, but there was no other. Dow bent his head and began to swim.


  It was a long way, and the water sapped his strength, for it was not really warm, it had only felt warm compared to the arctic air. In time, it chilled him through. But he laboured on, and after some interminable period, his stomach heaving with the saltwater he’d swallowed, he felt rock beneath his feet, and looked up to see fire-riven slopes rising above him.


  He waded onto a shelf of ragged stone, its sharp edges cutting his bare feet; he had lost his shoes. Indeed, all his winter gear was gone; only his pants and shirt remained. If he’d been anywhere else in the arctic, he’d have frozen to death within an hour. But only a hundred yards away there was a slow-moving river of liquid stone that ran down from the crater, glowing red hot, to reach the sea amid gushes of steam, and the heat from it was like standing before the fires of the Barrel House back home.


  He would not freeze – but there were other, slower ways to die. Dow gazed about bleakly. He could see no other survivors from the boat, either on land, or out at sea. He was alone. Then the mount rumbled severely beneath his feet, and he knew that he could not linger so close to the water. If another of the tremendous geysers should rise while he was near the shore …


  He turned from the ocean and began to climb. The mountain’s flanks were black and steep and cruel to his bare soles, and foul smokes leaked from crevices that gaped here and there. But he had not gone far when a shape tottered up from the shore away to his left – another survivor after all – and a voice came piercingly across the stones towards him.


  A girl’s voice.


  They stumbled to each other in exhaustion. Nell also had lost her winter gear, and was draped only in a drenched officer’s shirt and trousers – although she at least still had her shoes. Her face was bruised and her scars gleamed lividly in the red light; she seemed, for the first time in Dow’s knowing her, a fragile figure, strained almost to the breaking point.


  ‘Is there anyone else?’ she asked. ‘The boat?’


  Dow shook his head, the enormity hitting him again, like a nausea, weakening and cold. His friends, Johannes and Nicky. They were gone. And the poet Alfons, who had followed him so faithfully …


  Nell wavered were she stood, as if something vital had indeed snapped inside her. ‘All of them dead?’ Her head bent. ‘It’s my fault. I brought you all to this awful place. It’s my fault.’


  A bitter part of Dow wanted to agree – but he knew that the blame was his as much as it was hers. They had wrought this terrible thing between them.


  But all he said was, ‘We have to climb higher.’


  She nodded numbly, and he led the way, creeping as best he could upwards through the rocks and ravines. The mount throbbed beneath them, jets of fire spitting from its crater high above, and smoke rising thickly into an ever darkening sky. It was hard to breathe.


  Enough. They were surely high enough now. And in any case, they were both too spent to go on. If they could just find some smooth and level spot between the biting rocks, where they might sit down…


  Then Dow saw it. Not fifty yards from them – the boat, lodged on a high ridge. A mad elation filled him. Somehow they were saved, their craft thrown all the way up upon the mountainside.


  But then the elation vanished. They were not saved. The boat was not their boat, and anyway, it was wholly smashed and ruinous. Understanding came to Dow in a wave of new despair.


  At his side Nell gave a hopeful cry, quickly stifled when she too saw the truth. Together they limped across to the wreck. Bodies lay there – long since rotted and dried to husks – amid the remains of a wretched camp, half buried by ash. One figure, hunched against the boat’s shattered hull, bore the tarnished remains of a captain’s insignia on its shoulders.


  The boat’s name too was still visible on the bow; and Dow did not need to ask Nell what was written there. He knew. So another of the mysteries was solved. The captain of the Bent Wing had made it this far after all. And here he and his last few men had perished.


  Dow and Nell considered the scene for a long silent time. It was what they had come to discover, but what was the use of such discoveries, when no one, other than themselves, would ever now know? They sank at last to the cruel ground, and hid their eyes from the sight.
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  11. MANY CONFESSIONS


  The night had no end. It was doubtful that any sun would ever rise high enough, even in an arctic summer, to clear the crater walls and gaze into the great basin of the volcano. In winter, it was impossible to even imagine sunlight in such a place. Amid the twisting smokes and steams and palls of cloud, the only fitting illumination was the sullen false dawn of fire.


  So Dow beheld, when he opened his eyes from a sleep he had no memory of taking. He’d been woken by a particularly loud rumble and throb in the rock beneath him, a reminder, even as he came numbly awake, that nothing had changed or improved; he was trapped still upon the slopes of a volcanic mount that was in continuous eruption, in the middle of a sea that was itself the crater of a vaster volcano, surrounded by insurmountable cliffs and beyond them, a wasteland of impassable ice …


  He yawned bleakly, and then sat up, stiff, wincing at the aches of his cuts and bruises, and at the dryness of his throat. He was very thirsty. But they hadn’t brought water with them in the boat – they’d expected to be away only a short while. And what did that matter anyway, their boat was gone. Dow scanned the shoreline below, but no, there was still no sign of it, and the ocean beyond was black, empty of survivors or wreckage.


  A scrabbling sound came, and Dow turned. Nell was there, hunting through the dismal camp of the Bent Wing’s last expedition, stooping among the corpses. Had she slept at all? What was she after? Did she hope to find water, or food? Surely there would be none.


  Dow studied the dead men briefly – there were six, aside from the captain. They were not, like the bodies back on Camp Island, frozen and preserved in the positions of their dying. Here in the warmth of the volcano’s fumes and fires they had decayed and withered away to bone. Only the captain remained near to upright, slumped against his wrecked boat. Hollowed eye sockets, lined with shreds of flesh, studied Dow in return.


  How long had they lived here, these seven men, after becoming marooned? And in what state? They would have known that no rescue could ever come for them, for they had left behind a ship that was itself already wrecked. Their despair must have been very final.


  Dow and Nell, on the other hand, had set out from a ship that was fully hale and intact – so was there a chance that rescue might come for them? Dow did not think so. Captain Vincente had been right to forbid entry to the chasm, and even having lost eight of his crew, he would surely hold to that wisdom, and not risk further losses in recovery attempts. The Chloe might linger at the chasm’s mouth for a day, or even two, but then Vincente would accept that no one was coming back, and so turn sadly for home.


  And yet …


  The mount trembled again, and Dow studied the sea, wondering. For here was both a mystery and a terrible irony. Seven or eight hours must have passed since the monstrous geyser had capsized them, but there had been no repeat of the awful eruption since then. Unless Dow had dozed through it. And he doubted that.


  And yet such cataclysms, according to Nell’s observations, were meant to occur every two or three hours. So what had happened? Had the great volcano fallen asleep after its last fatal upheaval?


  Dow doubted that, too. The fires that leapt and roared from the crater high above him were, if anything, slowly intensifying – and all across the inner sea the plumes of steam were rising in ever greater thickness and numbers, as if the underwater blazes were being stoked to new ferocity. So heavily did smoke swirl now that even the towering walls of the outer crater were all but lost in the murk, and a throb was constant in the air.


  No, the volcano did not sleep; to Dow’s eye it had in fact entered a new stage of waking, its fires burning hotter than ever, but more steadily, without the convulsions that had marked its previous mood.


  How and why that should be, he could not say – Johannes might have known, had he lived – but one thing was apparent; the inner sea had remained essentially calm throughout those last eight hours, and in that time a rescue boat could easily have come safely through the chasm and across the flooded crater to find them, if Vincente had dared to send one.


  Even worse to consider, if the geysers had indeed ceased for the time being, then Dow and Nell and their crew could have made their own journey through the chasm and back, free of disaster and in untroubled seas, if they’d only waited a few more hours before departing from the Chloe. That was the unbearable thought, that they had hurried, with such cruel ill-timing, at exactly the wrong moment, to their own doom. To Dow it hinted darkly that fortune – supposedly his friend, and guardian of the entire voyage – had not merely abandoned them now, but that perhaps it had misled them all along, just to lure them to this final mocking end.


  ‘Ah-ha!’ said Nell.


  The scapegoat was kneeling by the dead captain, searching about beneath the ruined boat. Now she drew forth an object wrapped in rags. Unpeeling it, she revealed a book; a large, leather-bound journal. Dow had seen one just like it only days ago, by the outstretched hand of the dead officer, back on Camp Island.


  Nell hobbled over with her prize to sit at Dow’s side. Again, he was struck by how slight she really was, robbed of her coat and other gear. But her face, belying that, was intent with its old fierceness.


  She said, ‘I’ve found it. The captain’s log. It can tell us everything that happened from the moment Nadal’s fleet set sail.’


  Dow regarded the book. Did he even care about that anymore? ‘We can’t eat paper. Or drink it.’


  Her glance was hurt. But then, ignoring him, she opened the journal to its first page. The fire-glow was barely sufficient for Dow to make out the dark squiggles inscribed there, but the girl, her head bent low to the paper, studied the lines raptly. She turned one page over, then a second. And slowly, as Dow watched on, her expression became one of horror.


  ‘What?’ Dow demanded, unnerved.


  At first she only shook her head silently – either in disbelief at what she read, or to tell Dow to wait – and read another page. At last, however, she looked up to gaze wide-eyed across the inner sea.


  ‘They never even came here,’ she breathed.


  ‘Who didn’t?’


  ‘The rest of the fleet!’ She studied the pages once more, rearing back as if appalled by them. ‘The Lord Designate and the other two ships. They never came north at all. The Bent Wing sailed here alone. ’


  Dow stared in bafflement. ‘But …’


  ‘It’s written here! The whole expedition to the Ice – it was a lie from the beginning. Nadal never came north.’


  ‘Then where is he?’


  ‘South. The other two ships went south; they …’ But then the dreadfulness of it seemed to overcome her in a rush, and her words were lost in a bout of retching, hiccupping laughter. Her hands flew to her mouth, but the horrible gasping went on. ‘They never came …’


  Dow clutched her hands, pressed them flat against the book. ‘Stop it! Tell me what it says here!’


  Her mouth snapped shut, and for a moment both of them stared down at his hands clenched tightly over hers. Her fingers were much smaller and finer than his, but Dow could feel the distinct ridges of the scars on the back of her hand, and on the ball of her thumb …


  ‘Let go of me,’ she said.


  Dow let go. ‘Tell me what it says.’


  She took a steadying, shuddering breath, then started again in a leveller tone. ‘You know the story as we were told it – that Nadal was given permission by his father to bring a fleet of three ships on an expedition north to the Ice. The battleship Tempest, and two merchantmen, the Bullion and the Bent Wing. The Bent Wing was commanded by a Captain Altona, whose body lies behind us, and whose log this is, detailing his voyage.


  ‘But the first thing Altona reports is that he was part of a grand deception – that in fact Nadal never intended that all three ships would come to the Ice. Once his fleet was out to sea, and out of sight of the Twelfth Kingdom, Nadal indeed sent the Bent Wing north – so that the Sea Lord’s command would be met – but only the Bent Wing. He took his other two ships, the Tempest and the Bullion, away south, on another mission entirely.’


  ‘And that mission was?’


  ‘To cross the Barrier Doldrums.’


  Dow sat back in amazement. ‘But that’s …’


  ‘Impossible,’ Nell agreed. ‘No ship has ever done it, and if Nadal had announced that such was his aim, Ibanez would never have let him go. To tempt the Doldrums means certain death. So Nadal lied. He proposed an expedition north to gain his father’s approval, and then plotted with his captains to split the fleet.’


  ‘But why would anyone try crossing the Doldrums if everyone knows only death can result?’


  Nell shrugged helplessly at the pages. ‘Altona speaks of a new experiment that Nadal hoped might make the crossing possible, but the nature of that experiment Altona does not reveal. Whatever it was, it failed. Five years is too long. Nadal and his men are undoubtedly dead, adrift somewhere in the stagnant wastes of the tropics.’


  Dow gazed about, his shock turning to disgust. ‘So … so there was never anyone here to rescue?’


  Her laugh was sadder and saner now. ‘Only the crew of the Bent Wing. And they never mattered anyway.’


  It was Dow’s turn to fight an overwhelming anger. They’d been led to this end by something that wasn’t even real. And not only himself and Nell. What of Alfons and the other three sailors? What of loyal Johannes, and Nicky? They were all dead – and what had they died for?


  Nothing at all. For a lie.


  But as quickly as the anger had come, it was gone again. What was the use of it, after all? It required more energy than Dow could spare. He glanced to Nell. She’d returned her attention to the book, and was flicking steadily through the pages. She sighed from time to time, or shook her head, but she said nothing, and Dow could only wait until she was done.


  ‘Well?’ he asked, when at last she closed the journal.


  ‘We stand,’ she said quietly, ‘at the pole.’


  ‘The pole?’


  ‘Captain Altona brought with him instruments enough to take readings from the stars, when he could see them. This inner sea, near enough as no matter, marks the northern pole of the world.’


  Dow could only shake his head wearily. ‘What else does he say?’


  ‘There’s little we hadn’t already learned or guessed. This log is but a longer account of the Bent Wing’s voyage north, and of the finding of the gulf, and of then becoming trapped within it. But Altona was a determined man. Even after his ship was grounded upon Camp Island, he could not forgo the chance to solve the mystery of the pole, and hence – when the ice cleared a little – he took a boat and crew of twelve to come in search of this place.’


  ‘And here they were wrecked.’


  She nodded. ‘Their boat was upended by the surging waters, much as was ours, and smashed on the shore below. Six of his men survived – only to die more slowly of starvation and thirst. Altona himself used his last days to study the volcano. He theorised that it must have been dormant when his ship was trapped by ice in the gulf, and that it was only just beginning to stir from its slumber again when he arrived here – ten months ago.’ She glanced up sourly to the mount’s crater. ‘It is assuredly wide awake now.’


  Dow followed her gaze. Glowing jets rose there in fountains, and rivers of molten stone poured from cracks in the rim to flow down to the sea – running more swiftly now, it seemed to him, and more brightly, than when he’d first come ashore. Another sharp tremor rattled the ground, even as he stared, and rocks came skittering down from the higher slopes.


  The great volcano was not only awake, it looked likely to shake this island part of itself to pieces before long. They’d chosen no secure refuge. On the other hand, where else were they to go? It was the eruption’s very heat, after all, that was keeping them alive. Every now and then, as a grim reminder, sudden draughts of frigid air came swirling down about them, proof that – above and beyond the basin’s fires – the arctic night remained freezing and deadly, and the uninhabitable Ice still reigned.


  ‘Altona and his men made no attempt to escape,’ observed Nell, ‘for they knew that there was nowhere to go. But what of us? Vincente will send no rescue, I’m sure, but the Chloe will surely wait for a time, out in the gulf. Could we reach it, do you think? By swimming?’


  Dow stared across the water, searching the awesome outer rim for the rift through which they had entered. From this distance it was only a black line etched in the soaring wall. Even if they could make it across the intervening miles to reach the chasm – amid who knew what currents and surges – what then? Could they swim five miles further again through the narrows, even assuming no additional waves rose to crush them?


  He shook his head doubtfully.


  Nell sighed, and hunched herself over the book. ‘They’ll never know then. Not Vincente, not anyone on the Chloe, not the Sea Lord himself. They’ll never hear what truly happened to the Lord Designate.’


  ‘I’d be more worried about us,’ said Dow.


  ‘You don’t understand. Now Ibanez will cling to his vain hopes, and send more rescue ships in the wrong direction, and all the while Valdez and Castille will be free to plot to overthrow him.’


  Dow had to strain to remember the faraway politics. It all seemed so trivial now. And anyway, didn’t she want Valdez and Castille to prevail? Wasn’t she intending to marry the king of Valdez’s own nephew? He said, ‘Does it matter so much, if one Sea Lord is replaced by another?’


  Her glance was withering. ‘It will mean civil war – and civil war will mean disaster, whoever wins. It will consume the empire for years, and only hasten our decline.’


  ‘Decline?’


  ‘Exactly that. We used to stand for more than just squabbling over money and power, and over which kingdom rules and which doesn’t …’


  Dow’s curiosity finally stirred. He’d heard her talk this way before, as if the state of the Ship Kings empire was of an almost personal concern to her. He asked, ‘Which kingdom do you come from?’


  She hesitated, frowning, then said, ‘Othrace.’ And upon seeing that the name meant nothing to Dow, added, ‘It lies in the north-east of Great Island, bordering Valdez, with whom we are traditionally allied.’


  Ah … so her kingdom was allied with Diego’s. That explained a little – but not everything. She spoke with such familiarity of high politics. An alarming suspicion took root. ‘Do you have family, at home?’


  For some reason she flushed red at the question, and Dow was intrigued to note that her scars went pale at the same time. ‘Yes – though as a scapegoat I’ve disowned them; and they, me.’


  ‘Are they important? Are they rich?’


  ‘It could be said that they are.’


  He had to ask it. ‘You’re not a princess are you?’


  Nell stared at him in total surprise, then burst out laughing. ‘A princess? Me?’ She rocked back at the idea, laughing still, while Dow sat stolidly by, feeling very much the fool. But she subsided at last, and shook her head at him, smiling. ‘No … no, Dow Amber, there’s no royal blood in me. Not a drop. But yes, my family is wealthy, and influential in Othrace’s affairs.’


  Dow was relieved about the princess part, at least. But he thought he understood something else now. ‘And I suppose your family also mixed with wealthy families from Valdez? Like Lieutenant Diego’s?’


  She studied Dow with a curiosity of her own. ‘Yes. In fact, he and I are neighbours. Diego’s father’s lands border those of my father’s; our boundary is the boundary between the two kingdoms, and our manors are but a mile apart. Diego and I have known each other since childhood.’


  Since childhood … neighbours … allied kingdoms. Dow pondered it all for another moment. ‘But how did you end up on a Valignano ship? Valignano isn’t allied with Valdez, is it? Or with Othrace?’


  ‘No – but my father served with Vincente when they were both cadets, and they’ve remained close ever since, despite the rivalry of their homelands. When I became eligible to serve, he asked Vincente to take me on as a special favour, for the Chloe’s old scapegoat had just died.’


  ‘But how did … ?’ Dow stopped himself. He’d been on the verge of asking about her scars, for without them – regardless of her father’s friendships – she wouldn’t be a scapegoat. But he couldn’t do it.


  She seemed to guess his dilemma, or perhaps she remembered who she was talking with – not a fellow Ship King, but a stranger. Abruptly she straightened. ‘What do you suggest, Mr Amber? We can’t just sit here and wait for death, even if death is inevitable.’


  Dow straightened too, and looked out over the water. She was right. Little hope was not the same as no hope. He said, ‘We should at least make a search for the boat. It might have washed up somewhere along the shore. And if there’s still nothing, then all we can do is swim for it.’


  She nodded, and as one they heaved themselves upright, Nell tucking Altona’s log under her arm to carry with her. ‘But one suggestion before we go,’ she noted, considering Dow. ‘Shoes.’


  Dow stared down at his bare feet; blood was crusted about his heels from his climb up the mountainside. What did she mean? Then he saw that Nell was looking at the dead bodies.


  She said, ‘They have no need of footwear. You do.’


  A dead man’s shoes? Could he really do that? Dow glanced across the flank of the mountain, and at the manifold sharp edges and ridges in the naked rock, and realised that yes he could. And so he went searching among the withered limbs of the dead, until he found a likely pair. He pried them off as gently as possible, scraped them somewhat cleaner with a fragment of rotted cloth, and then, his flesh crawling, forced them onto his feet. They felt loathsome and unnatural – but the rock no longer cut at his soles.


  ‘Ready?’ she asked.


  They set off, angling across the slope in the only direction they could go, for behind them the way was blocked by one of the molten rivers flowing from above. Their attention was fixed upon the shoreline, where the boat might hopefully lie, if it had survived un-sunk.


  Progress was very slow; the landscape remained fantastically unfriendly to those on foot, the slope riven with endless crevices into which they had to carefully descend, or ridges, double their own heights, over which they had to laboriously climb, cutting their hands even if their feet were protected. And all the while a parched dryness grew in their throats, made worse by the biting fumes and reeks that rose from the ground.


  But they persevered, and after an hour had come some distance around the great circle formed by the lower part of the mount – although which way they were facing now, Dow couldn’t say, for if this was the pole then there was no north or east or west anymore, there was only south. And they’d found no sign of their boat, nor of its crew. The great wave seemingly had devoured them whole.


  No other such wave rose, but the sea, it seemed to Dow, was increasingly disturbed by the plumes of the underwater fires. Steam hung in a thick overcast across the entire basin. And the eruption there on the mount was only gaining in potency, a vast vibration now humming continually underfoot. Dow and Nell paused to study the upper crater. The fountains were spurting higher and brighter, and every now and then great lumps of stone would tear loose from the rim, to fly upwards with a boom, like gigantic cannon-shot. It was as if, having spent the last few hours clearing its gullet, the volcano was only now beginning to roar full-throatedly.


  They turned away and crept on for perhaps another half hour. But by then things were becoming menacingly unpleasant. The choking fumes were proliferating, and ash was beginning to rain down, along with avalanches of loose stones from higher up. The mount may have let Captain Altona and his men lie unmolested for ten months – but it seemed determined to do otherwise for Dow and Nell. The eruption roared louder.


  Nell was coughing. ‘I can’t breathe,’ she got out finally. ‘We must get clear of these fumes and poisons.’


  Dow had his own mouth and nose covered by his shirt. He stared about – was there any high place nearby that stood above the reek? He couldn’t see any. But some distance ahead he did spy a smoother section of ground, a swathe of stone that seemed free of cracks and fissures. There might be fewer fumes there – maybe they could even sit down and rest.


  ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘only a little further.’


  They took a few more steps, but then, to Dow’s shock, the mountainside before them began to slide.


  It was exactly the area for which he’d been aiming – a whole great slab of the mountain was in motion now, surging towards the sea. A thousand fractures appeared across the stone, glowing red. In a horrified flash Dow understood – it had not been solid ground at all, but another of the rivers of molten stone, merely crusted over temporarily, and now flowing once more.


  ‘Back!’ he told Nell, waving a hand. ‘We have to go back.’ For already the heat from the river ahead was overpowering.


  They reeled back the way they had come. A new cloud of ash, very hot, was descending upon them, and it became almost impossible to breathe without choking. They coughed and spluttered as they laboured over the stones. But they’d covered barely a quarter of a mile when – as they climbed across a narrow ridge – they saw that their way back was blocked too.


  Another molten river, thinner than the one behind them, but no less fierce in its heat, had spilled down from a rift below the crater and was even now reaching the sea in a malignant hiss of steam. They were marooned on a wedge of the mountain only a few hundred yards wide, unable to go forward, unable to retreat.


  Exhausted, their faces scorched, they cowered down into a deep hollow between the rocks. Nell was bent as if with pain, but Dow realised that in fact she was laughing, in croaking, ashen gasps. The spasm passed, and she unbent again, smiling, her eyes red with tears.


  ‘What fools we are, Dow, you and me both. Look where we are – and yet consider how hard each of us had to battle just to be here. Consider how we fought to be allowed to die like this.’


  Dow only tilted his head in confusion.


  She was sitting back against the stone now, her breath recovered. She gave him a piercing glance, naked in its intensity. Then, coming to some decision, she extended her bared arms before her to show him the patterns of scar tissue written there. ‘You know, do you not, how scapegoats come to serve aboard their vessels? That they are those who have by evil fate been injured in some accident, or afflicted by some dread disease?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Well, I had no disease, nor was I injured by accident.’


  Dow stared. Did she mean… ?


  Nell only nodded, looking at him squarely now, without shame. ‘I am a false scapegoat, as the creature Axay described me.’ She raised her arms, as if in final evidence. ‘I did this to myself.’


  Dow was silent a long moment, unable to look away from the multitude of wounds on her skin. Ash rained down between them, but the eruption seemed far, far away. ‘Why?’ he asked finally.


  She sighed, lowering her hands. ‘You must consider the life I led, home in Othrace. I was born to wealth, and born within arm’s reach of power – but born a girl. Wealth was useless to me for anything but buying clothes and other trinkets, and power was denied to me by very gender. But it wasn’t power or wealth I wanted anyway – all I ever wanted was to go sailing!


  ‘It’s strange, I didn’t even grow up near the sea. Our estate is in the country. But when I turned ten I was allowed to go and live for a while in our family townhouse in Siena, Othrace’s capital city. My window there overlooked the harbour, and for the first time I saw ocean-fit vessels coming and going. I was enraptured – and from that day on all I wanted to do was go with them, to disappear like they did, over the horizon …’


  Her gaze was lost in memory, and Dow, though startled to hear his own life echoed in hers, said nothing, only waited for her to continue.


  Nell shook her head. ‘Oh, I tried everything, as I got older. I pleaded with my father and fought with my mother and stowed away on ships, but it was all futile. Women are simply not allowed on our vessels, except rarely as passengers, locked away in their cabins when sent with their ambassador husbands to rule the other Isles. Never as crew, never as sailors. I was laughed at as a silly girl, and forbidden from visiting the docks.’ She paused, and her voice went low. ‘But then I conceived of another way.’


  Comprehension chilled Dow. ‘Scapegoats,’ he said. ‘Women are allowed to go to sea if they’re scapegoats.’


  She nodded calmly.


  Dow studied her scars, the fineness and number of them. Surely no knife had done it. ‘But how did—?’


  Nell raised her hands again. ‘This? This is not what I intended. I meant to do myself much less of an injury. But fate will not be mocked – as I think you and I both know by now. But yes, I decided that I must suffer an ‘accident’, one that would disfigure me just enough to be fit to serve as a scapegoat.’ Her observation of her own arms became wondering in nature. ‘Even now, that decision amazes me a little. I was only fourteen then. But once the idea came, my unspoiled skin seemed a trifling price to pay, if it allowed me to go to sea.’


  She shrugged, matter-of-fact once more. ‘Yes, but what was my accident to be? I didn’t want to cripple myself. It must be disfigurement only. And it must seem a genuine accident; no one could know that I had done it to myself. I thought then of the Caves. You see, not far from Siena, set under the hills of the shoreline, there are a series of great caves that folk from the town often visit to marvel at. One of them is known as the Ribbon Cave. The word Ribbon refers to the formations that have been carved into the cave’s floor by droplets of water, falling over centuries – thousands of curving ripples and ridges in the stone, each one honed to a razor’s edge of sharpness.


  ‘So cruel are these blades that it’s impossible even for booted feet to walk there, and the cave – which otherwise is vast and echoing and magnificent to behold – can only be viewed from narrow ledges set high above the floor, in the walls. I’d visited there many times before with my family, and I’d shivered in delight, as children will, at the tales of unfortunates who had somehow fallen to the floor below and been cut by those terrible Ribbons. It was such tales that I now found myself remembering. I would visit the cave alone, I decided, and contrive somehow to descend to the floor, and then …’


  She faltered, and stabbed a finger at her eye as if to wipe at a tear, but perhaps she was just scraping away ash. ‘I meant only to cut an arm maybe, and perhaps one side of my face. I planned to climb down and press myself against the Ribbons, just enough to draw blood. Later I would claim that I’d fallen and had been lucky to escape so lightly. But as you can see, my own intent betrayed me. While climbing down to the floor I fell for real, not in pretence, and landed full upon the blades …’


  She smiled in response to Dow’s look of horror. ‘It didn’t hurt as much as you might think, there was only the sensation of skin … parting. But it was hideous all the same, and my clothes were no protection, no matter which way I rolled, there were only more Ribbons slicing …


  ‘My screams brought rescuers running – folk who had been visiting one of the other caves nearby. At great risk and even at some injury to themselves they retrieved me finally from the floor, and carried me back to my family. I remember little of what followed, for I had lost so much blood I was barely conscious. I was cut everywhere. Everywhere. I can only be grateful that the Ribbons supported me even as they sliced, and so none of the cuts were fatally deep. I survived, as you see me.’


  There was still no shame in her, only a complete openness, as if she knew that Dow would make no judgement, but would simply understand. And he did understand, for had he not known a similar forbidden hunger for the sea? And had he not learned, just as she had, that there was a price to be paid if such forbidden hungers were to be appeased?


  He coughed, asked raspingly, ‘Was it worth it?’


  Her laugh was breathless, but certain. ‘Of course it was worth it! I’ve seen things from the high deck of the Chloe that would be fair payment for almost any injury. And yet, if you ask me am I content, then the answer is no. I have, in the end, won little. For we scapegoats may go to sea, yes, and we are honoured and consulted by our crews, but it’s not for us to set the course of the ship, or to issue orders to its men, or to fight in its battles.


  ‘Can you imagine the frustration of it? To mix daily with officers no brighter or braver than myself, and yet to forever defer to them – still only a girl, still only an ornament, still useless. I can offer advice, yes, and I can hint and cajole, and sometimes get my way. But I want to command a ship, Dow Amber, not merely adorn it, or play as its charm and mascot.’


  Again, the echo of his own thoughts and feelings in her words amazed Dow. And watching as she spoke, for the first time it seemed that he could see beyond her scars, as if looking through a fine net, to perceive that her face was just an ordinary face, not fierce or beautiful in any particular way, only trapped, and disappointed.


  Which explained, perhaps, the last puzzle about her that Dow had never been able to solve.


  ‘And so,’ he said, ‘Diego.’


  She nodded pensively. ‘We were friends as children, as I said. In a way I was a little sister to him. He’s an only child, you know, and was left on his own much of the time, with just servants for company. I was the one child nearby of a high enough status for him to play with.


  ‘Then when we were older it was more than friendship, at least on his part. He always said he wanted us to marry, but I never took that very seriously, for all that I was fond of him. I had no interest by then in being a wife, his or anyone’s. I only wanted to sail. And so … the accident. But he surprised me. I expected he’d want nothing to do with me after that, but he was as attentive as ever, as if nothing had changed. He was very caring.’


  Dow could not help but frown in doubt at this, but Nell, watching his expression, only gave a wise laugh.


  ‘You don’t know him at all,’ she said. ‘He’s proud, yes, and too sensitive to insult – but he can be very faithful, and dogged too, when he wants something. After I became a scapegoat he followed me still, even though it meant serving on a Valignano ship, under a captain he hates.’


  ‘He still means to marry you,’ Dow said flatly.


  ‘He does. Even though it would cost his reputation dearly, for it’s not approved that scapegoats should wed.’


  ‘Do you mean to marry him?’


  ‘I didn’t – not at first. I was grateful for his friendship after the accident, but I still had no desire to be a wife. I hoped that being a scapegoat might be enough for me. But it isn’t, and he knows it isn’t.


  ‘Which is why he’s promised – when he has his own ship – that he’ll further defy custom, and take me on board both as scapegoat and wife. He intends that we should share his ship between us, scandal though it would be. He’s that devoted.’ She shook her head in wonder, and perhaps in shame too. ‘I don’t know why – I certainly don’t deserve it. It’s the big brother inside him, I suppose, or some boyhood idea of love or loyalty. But it only proves that there’s more to him than pride and bluster.’


  Her tone went wistful. ‘And I’ve been tempted. I haven’t said yes or no to him yet – but I’ve been tempted. Oh I don’t love him, but he knows that, and it doesn’t seem to bother him. He’s also too cautious a sailor for my liking – I’d have to push and urge him on. Still, together we would have a ship to command. And that’s something no other man can offer …’


  Dow sat nonplussed. No other man?


  Nell was watching him again. ‘You see? I told you, you don’t know him. But then you two have disliked each other from the first, and I don’t think either can judge the other clearly. All you see is an arrogant and overbearing Ship Kings officer, and all he sees is an upstart peasant who doesn’t know his place. I know – I used to see you the same way. At first, at least.’


  She was staring at the thickening sky now, speaking dreamily, almost as if falling asleep. ‘How I hated you, when we first met. Do you remember? The day you were caught trespassing on the Chloe, in search of the compass?


  I saw in you the same doomed desires as my own – chasing after what you could never have – and I didn’t want to be reminded of that. And then, when you rode the maelstrom, I hated you all the more furiously, because you’d done something so wonderful, so daring, something that I could never hope to do ...


  ‘But then when Vincente said we were to turn back from the chasm, I thought, why shouldn’t I do it? What was stopping me? You didn’t ask permission to face the whirlpool, so why should I? This was my chance to do something real, on my own.’ She laughed at herself. ‘But of course then I had to ask for your help anyway. I’m sorry. You deserve better than to end up marooned upon a burning rock …’ She focussed on him a moment, searching. ‘Why did you come, Dow Amber?’


  Startled, Dow did not know how to answer. He had come – well, for many reasons. One of them being, she had asked him to.


  But he’d misunderstood her question, or perhaps she sensed the answer he might give, and so, before he could reply, she deflected him by adding, ‘I mean, why did you come aboard the Chloe that night? Why was it so important to you? What made you think that you, and you especially, were somehow meant for the sea?’


  And Dow, faced with trying to sum up the vast emotions that had dwelt within him since his first sight of the ocean, found himself unable to do it, having just heard such a similar tale from her. Instead, thoughtlessly almost, knowing that death loomed, he revealed the great secret of his life; the secret that must never be told to the Ship Kings – to her, a Ship King. Even though it wasn’t – not nearly – the answer to her question.


  He said, ‘I’m the heir of Admiral Honous Tombs.’


  Her eyes widened. But before she could respond, the mountain rocked tremendously beneath them. A great roar thundered from above, and small stones came cascading over the lip of their hollow. They crouched down together against the avalanche, and somehow their hands were clasped now, their faces close. The convulsion eased, but they remained huddled the same way, and Dow could see his own fear reflected back in her pale gaze.


  She laughed unsteadily. ‘What a fine pair we make. Such terrible secrets we hide. And what do they matter now?’


  He laughed too, despairing, and then the mountain lurched again, and more stones rained down, and suddenly nothing mattered except the grip of her hand in his. Their cheeks were together, the touch of skin hot and compelling, and their lips were meeting, dry and cracked and awful, yet searching insistently, grasping for life in one frantic, devouring instant.


  They snapped apart, staring in disbelief at one another.


  Then a sound came, faint and thin.


  ‘Ignella! Dow!’


  A voice! They scrambled madly up out of the hollow – into a world of raining ash and swirling clouds and red glowing rivers to either hand. Had the call been real? Where had it come from?


  ‘Dow! Ignella!’


  There, below, a figure was labouring up the slope towards them. Two figures. The ash swirled clearer a moment. Dow croaked a cry of elation. It was Johannes and Nicky! And beyond them, down at the waterline, waited the boat, the Bent Wing 2, intact after all.


  Joyously, Dow and Nell went reeling down the mountainside, but the blacksmith’s expression was grim. ‘Hurry,’ he declared as the four came together, ‘this eruption may yet be the ruin of us all.’


  ‘But where have you been?’ Dow demanded.


  Johannes was shoving them downhill. ‘I could ask you the same question. We’ve been searching for you two ever since we righted the boat – we were about to give up, but then we spied you ducking into a hole just as the mountain went into these new throes. Hurry now.’


  ‘And the others? You have them all?’


  ‘Just hurry!’


  Down the mountain they fled, the volcano roaring its anger at their escape. The boat waited, drawn up on the shore. Four shapes were hunched within, ready at the oars. Dow’s spirits rose further. They were all alive! He knew then that everything was going to be okay, that they would cross the inner sea and make their way safely back through the chasm, and that the Chloe would still be there, waiting for them. There would be no price to pay for their foolishness. It might, perhaps, even be a triumph.


  But then they were clambering into the boat, and Johannes was shoving off, and Dow was staring into the faces of the rowers. They were not joyous, but silent and stern, and he realised that only three were looking back. The fourth rower was bent in his seat, but merely propped there, so that his body would not block the others. His face was half hidden, his jaw slack, but one eye was visible, gazing lifelessly at the boat’s floor.


  It was a drowned face. A dead face.


  It was the poet, Alfons.
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  But Dow was right, at least, about their escape.


  Four hours later the Bent Wing 2 emerged from the outer mouth of the chasm to find the Chloe waiting. The seven survivors, having lost most of their winter gear, were by then frozen close to the final extremity, and the corpse they carried was stiffened in its crouch, never to unbend again. The boat itself was near sunk with ice, for snow had rained down eternally in the rift, the walls shaking and shuddering from the great eruption, which was growing behind them still in the inner sea.


  But no wave came, and they lived to see the open sky once more – except that it was thick with smoke and ash now, even on this far side of the chasm. Thunder roared from beyond the ice walls. The Chloe indeed was on the point of raising sail to flee as the Bent Wing 2 slid the last few strokes to the ship’s side. Amazed faces stared down from the rail, but the glad calls faded as the survivors were hoisted aboard, each crippled and painful, and then lastly Alfons, frozen and staring and still dead.


  For Dow everything was a haze now of cold and grief. He slumped on the deck, beyond even shivering. Carers fussed around him and blankets were thrown about his shoulders, and a cup of steaming liquid was put to his lips, but nothing warmed him. The cold was in his heart. Someone nearby was issuing orders about Alfons’s body; Vincente, his tones angry and taut.


  Then a different voice began railing at Dow himself, and he looked up to see Diego’s furious face close to his. But he couldn’t understand the words, and soon the lieutenant was gone again. The next Dow saw of him, Diego had his arm around Nell and was leading her off to the stern castle. Dow willed dimly that the scapegoat should at least turn to look back at him – to acknowledge something of all that had just happened – but he caught only a glimpse of her wan, white face, her eyes red as if with weeping, then she too was gone.


  ‘Get him below decks,’ came Fidel’s voice, less angry than all the others. ‘The captain will decide his punishment later.’


  Yes, thought Dow. There would be punishment. Then hands were lifting him upright, and he staggered down into the darkness.
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  The Chloe did not flee even then, although the thunder of the eruption grew ever louder, and ash rained harder, and ice fell in deadlier shards from the surrounding cliffs, splashing perilously all about the ship.


  Vincente, in his fury, delayed for one final task.


  A burial.


  Alfons – huddled in his crouch still, for there was no time to thaw him – was wrapped and sewn into a canvas shroud, his seaman’s disk, by tradition, removed from around his neck and placed upon his lips. Then he was returned to the boat that had already borne his corpse, the Bent Wing 2, and bound there, sitting upright at the tiller. Perhaps Vincente had decided that the orphaned craft was cursed after all, and should be left behind. In any case, he commanded it to be holed, and with the poet’s shrouded figure steering in its stern, it sank slowly beneath the black waters and was seen no more.


  The world groaned and shook, and from the chasm there came a great roaring of collapsing ice, and the watchers guessed that its narrow walls had finally cracked and fallen, and that the Way was shut.


  It was enough. As ash fell in grey mourning, the Chloe raised sail at last, and made for home.
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  12. VINCENTE’S GIFT


  It was no easy matter, even then, to escape the north. The Chloe spent a full week retreating down the gulf – beating against a strengthening wind and threatened all the while by avalanches from the ice cliffs, and tumultuous surges in the channel, all caused by the tremors and quakes of the great volcano’s eruption, roaring constantly behind them. And that was only the beginning of the ordeal. Once they reached the open ocean they had to contend again with the rolling bergs of the Unquiet Ice, made all the more unstable and treacherous now by disturbed seas, and by black rains of ash and pumice that fell even there, a hundred miles and more from the pole. It seemed all the world was plunging into ruin.


  But at length the Chloe won through to an ocean that was free of ice, and which was beyond the ash falls, and where even a hint of daylight crept again into the midday sky – only for the northern squalls to strike once more, sweeping west to east with their monstrous waves and freezing gales. The weary crew could only batten down yet again, and claw their way southwards, mile by bitter mile. Many miserable days later they at last gained through to the calmer seas beyond the storm latitudes – but even then the weather remained grey and wet and cold, as if winter was unending, and following after them.


  In truth though, winter was almost gone, at least according to the calendar, for by then over four weeks had passed since they’d fled the pole, and nearly three months in all since their departure from Haven Diaz. It would be spring by the time they arrived home – now only a fortnight’s sail ahead. But no sign or warmth of that spring came yet to the long suffering Chloe.


  Until, that was, the day of the fight between Dow and Diego.
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  The morning of that day gave no hint of the trouble to come – indeed, it dawned gloriously blue, the sun shining brightly for the first time since anyone on board could remember. The crew blinked at its glare, then promptly threw open the hatches to release the fetid airs of below decks, and hauled up all their clothes and blankets – still damp from repeated drenching – to hang in the rigging to dry. After which they stretched themselves out upon the deck and proceeded to bathe, half naked, in the sunshine.


  Seeing this, Dow – after four weeks of labouring in the darkest corner of the forecastle sail room – pleaded with the sail-master for permission to likewise work out on deck, in the sun. A request to which the sail-master, not an unreasonable man, assented, with just one proviso. ‘A sailor always craves the sunlight,’ he warned, ‘but remember, Mr Amber – it’s the brightest day that brings the sharks to the surface.’


  But Dow didn’t care about sharks. He gathered up the tools of his current hateful trade – an armful of old rope from the bottomless pile, and his bucket – and climbed onto the sail room roof, which doubled as the Chloe’s foredeck. From there, sitting atop a hatch cover, he could gaze back over the entire ship as he worked.


  And what a change the sun had made. Gone was the bedraggled, ice-rimed, battened-down vessel that had fought its way to and from the North Sea. Now, with the ice melted and the decks dry and the shrouds festooned with coloured laundry, the Chloe was like a tree blossoming again at spring’s approach.


  Indeed, it seemed to Dow that the ship, though battered surely, had suffered little permanent harm from its journey at all. Sails had been torn in the storm latitudes, yes, but no masts or spars had been lost. And though they’d run hard against ice several times during the retreat through the berg fields, the hull had never been breached. As for the crew – most ships, on setting out upon such a voyage, might bargain for half a dozen fatalities through mishap or illness; such were the rigours of the north. And yet, although there’d been no lack of injuries, the Chloe was bringing its entire crew safe home alive.


  Other, that was, than one man.


  At which thought, Dow lowered his head and turned his blackened hands to the day’s tedious duty: unravelling, one by one, and twine by twine, each of the tar-stiffened ropes in his heap, so that the threads could be remade as new ropes, or employed as caulking in the hull.


  It was called picking oakum, and it was Dow’s punishment for that one man’s death. Or more officially, for disobeying orders, stealing the Bent Wing 2, and leaving the ship without permission.


  It didn’t sound so bad at first, just pulling apart old ropes. But picking oakum was in fact the most loathed duty on board, a chore especially reserved for the worst wrongdoers. Normally there might be three or four sailors assigned to it as reward for various infractions. But for the last month it had been Dow’s task alone, by the captain’s order. He was to pick oakum from dawn to dusk every day, with only a short rest at noon.


  His companions in the misadventure of the Bent Wing 2 had all escaped with lighter sentences. The three surviving seamen had received no worse than a period of double duty, seeing they were of low rank and had only been following the orders of the ship’s scapegoat. And Johannes and Nicky, who Vincente likewise did not regard as ringleaders in the affair, had merely been confined to the smithy for the rest of the voyage. There was Nell, of course, the true instigator, but as scapegoat, and a girl besides, there were limits to what Vincente could do with her, other than banishment to her cabin. And so it was upon Dow – as the other ringleader – that the bulk of the captain’s wrath had fallen.


  The most fitting punishment – Dow was informed by Fidel, who delivered the sentence – would have been a flogging, but Vincente had apparently baulked at going quite as far as that. After all, if Dow and the others had not stolen the boat, then the puzzle of the lost fleet would never have been solved, and the fate of the Lord Designate would have remained a mystery. So the captain had chosen to be merciful, after a fashion …


  Dow though had since come to think he might well have preferred the flogging. Those four weeks slaving away in the forecastle – as the ship crept through raining ash, or weaved its way about the rolling bergs, or fought for its life in the northern storms – had been the most monotonous he’d ever known. No matter how much old rope he picked apart, and no matter how huge the pile of strands grew in the bucket, there was always more rope to come. The Chloe had miles of it. And meanwhile the tar stained his fingers black, his nails broke, his back ached from being bent over all day, and a thousand tiny hairy splinters made his swollen fingertips throb and ache.


  Even so, it was no answer to Alfons’s death, he knew. The guilt of that could not be assuaged by mere splinters and discomfort. The old poet had followed Dow into the chasm because Dow had asked him to, because Alfons had trusted him, and because of that trust, he was dead; wrapped in canvas, and piloting a holed boat for eternity upon the icy sea floor.


  In fact, that was two old men now who were dead and lost forever in the deeps, because of Dow’s rashness and failures …


  It was the worst thing about picking oakum, maybe. No matter how the hands suffered, the mind was left free to brood. Even today, out in the sun and wind, it was little better. For what did the warmth and blue sky signify, other than that they had reached southern waters again and that the voyage was almost over.


  And when it was, what then?


  Dow could guess all too well. Vincente, surely, was done with him now, and there was no hope of being allowed to remain on board the Chloe. He would be sent back to the Twelfth Kingdom – there to live out his life, ostensibly as a guest, and treated kindly, perhaps, but still a prisoner in reality; and either way, never again allowed to go sailing on a proper ship.


  And yet – Dow thought as he pulled angrily at the clumped rope strands – would that really be such a loss anyway, when all he managed to do was bring death to those who believed in him?


  At that moment the Chloe’s bow dipped into a fresh swell, then reared up sharply, and as Dow swayed where he sat, the bucket of oakum, held loosely between this feet, went sliding away. It clipped the edge of a fitting, tipped over, and the oakum within spilled forth – a shaggy mass of lightweight hairs. Even as Dow stood to go in pursuit, the wind gusted malignly and the oakum rose up like some ugly bird, separated itself into a thousand dirty threads, then went streaming down along one side of the ship, slathering up against all the freshly washed clothes and sheets suspended there.


  Furious cries from the sunbathing sailors sounded up and down the deck. Dow stared at the mess numbly, then sighed and bent his head, and stumped down the stairs to retrieve what he could.


  Which was when he encountered Diego.
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  Until that moment, Dow had seen nothing of the lieutenant during the entire return voyage. In a way that was only to be expected, for Diego had no business in the sail room, especially not the dark corner where Dow was confined. But Dow could hear well enough all that happened on deck, and so could tell that Diego had withdrawn from the daily running of the ship. The voices of all the other lieutenants were recognisable as they shouted orders to the crew; but Diego’s voice had been strangely absent.


  Dow had at first thought – darkly – that Diego must be caring for Nell, attending to her in her cabin. But Dow himself and the others from the Bent Wing 2 had recovered from their ordeal in a matter of days; Nell could be no different. So what was Diego doing all this time?


  Then rumours had begun to pass about the ship, tantalising and contradictory. The lieutenant and the scapegoat had argued, some said. She would not see him, said others. No, he was refusing to see her, said others again. Whatever the truth, Dow could only assume that it had something to do with Nell’s venture into the chasm. Diego would not approve, of course, especially that she had gone with Dow. But was it more than that? Had Nell perhaps told Diego some of what had transpired while she and Dow were alone upon the mount?


  Had she told him everything?


  Dow couldn’t know. He hadn’t seen Nell either since the terrible day they returned from the pole. But strangely, as he thought of her and of Diego, he found himself – against all likelihood – feeling almost sorry for the same man that he hated above all others. For Ignella of the Cave would never, he was sure, kiss Diego the way she had kissed Dow, so hungrily, so fervently, there under the threat of death on the volcano’s flanks.
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  Now, as Dow blundered among the laundry, apologetically collecting what he could of the oakum, he brushed aside a last sheet and found himself at the railing – and treading very nearly upon Diego’s heels, for the lieutenant was leaning there, staring out to sea. Dow just had the time to note Diego’s oddly preoccupied expression before the lieutenant turned in ready annoyance, which only sharpened when he saw who’d interrupted him.


  ‘Hold there, seaman!’ Diego ordered, and Dow, who’d been backing away, was obliged to stop, stand at attention and salute, trying in vain with his free arm to hold on to all the hairy threads of rope. ‘You fool! Who gave you permission to bring this rubbish on deck?’


  ‘The sail-master, Excellency.’


  ‘Did he? Did he?’ Diego advanced a step, fists clenched. ‘Well he didn’t give you permission to deface the ship, that I know!’


  ‘No, Excellency.’


  ‘Your duty was set as a punishment, New Islander. Not as an idiot holiday to sit out in the sun!’


  ‘No, Excellency,’ repeated Dow, retreating still in confusion and surprise. Diego seemed extraordinarily angry for so minor an incident – angry in a way Dow had never expected, not even if Nell really had told him of their talk, and worse, of their kiss. After all, no matter how enraged he might be by jealously, Diego was surely too proud to let it show.


  The lieutenant only came closer, the anger like an unreason in his eyes. ‘You should’ve been flogged. If this ship had a proper captain you would’ve been. Vincente has been too weak with you all along.’


  But at that, Dow would retreat no more. He straightened, to meet his opponent’s stare.


  ‘You’ll learn soon enough he can’t protect you,’ Diego threatened lowly, but close in Dow could see beyond the lieutenant’s rage, to a wild unhappiness that lay beneath. ‘You, or anyone else who stands with you. I’ll soon be cousin to a Sea Lord, and then you’ll see. I won’t be made fool of by a peasant. Or spurned by a girl debase enough to consort with peasants.’


  Dow, his own temper roused, opened his mouth to retort, but then suddenly his head was rocking back strangely. It happened once, twice, and then again. At last he realised; Diego was punching him.


  It didn’t even occur to Dow to hit back – a serious offence in any case, to strike an officer. He merely went reeling through the laundry, oakum spilling everywhere, with Diego stalking furiously in his wake, fists swinging, until finally, amid many shouts, various lieutenants and midshipmen came running, and held Diego off so that Dow could regain his balance.


  ‘Fools!’ Diego raged. ‘Why is everyone so blind on this vessel?’ He shrugged himself free of his fellows, and ripped impatiently at a hanging sheet that had tangled with his arm. ‘What a miserable excuse this is for a ship and a crew. Sail on then in your witless ignorance,’ he said, addressing all the seamen and junior officers that stood about him gaping, ‘but don’t blame me when your beloved Vincente leads you into disaster.’


  And off he stormed towards the stern.


  Dow rubbed his jaw disbelievingly. It wasn’t that it hurt so much; it was still just a matter of the shock of it. What in the world was wrong with Diego? It was one thing to be angry with Dow, and Nell perhaps; but why was he equally enraged at the entire crew? Something had stretched his nerves to breaking point, clearly, even before Dow had stumbled into him.


  Sailors were guiding Dow back to the forecastle, some gathering up his bucket and his lost shreds of oakum. The sail-master was waiting, a puzzled look on his weathered face. ‘Well lad, I didn’t intend that you make yourself a punching sack. I think you’d best return to your duties indoors for now. You’re not hurt are you? It’s just a bruise or two by the look …’ Dow felt at his jaw again, and shook his head. His teeth were all present and there was only a little blood where he’d bitten his lip.


  ‘Back to your ropes then. But stand by; I don’t doubt you’ll be summoned to the high deck before too long. Not even officers can just go about thumping folk – not on any ship I know of, anyway.’
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  The sail-master was quite correct. An hour after midday a summons came for Dow; the captain required his presence – though not in fact on the high deck, but rather in Vincente’s own cabin. Dow put down his handful of rope, tidied himself up as best he could, rubbed at his swollen lip once more, then set off for the stern castle.


  The day was still blue and fair, the Chloe tacking in great legs into a warm southerly wind, the ocean cobalt and white-capped and slipping away sweetly under the bow. It was as fine an afternoon for sailing as Dow had seen in all his time aboard, but he felt no freedom to enjoy it. All he felt was depressed – partly because of the fight, partly from a greater malaise that had gripped him. More than ever, he was aware that the Chloe was not his ship, and that sailing was a life he had only borrowed.


  He climbed the stairs to the Captain’s Walk and then, granted access by the marines on guard, passed inwards to the same short passageway he had visited once before. At the far end stood the double doors that opened to the Great Cabin, but on the right was a single door; the captain’s. Dow knocked on it.


  ‘Enter,’ came Vincente’s voice.


  The room within turned out to be as plain as the captain himself. It was spacious, and everything in it was finely made and polished, but there were no luxuries visible, merely a desk, two armchairs, some shelves of books on the wall, and two sea chests secured in a corner. A curtained doorway led off to what presumably was a bedroom, and on a hook hung the captain’s black coat, and his hat. Windows looked forward towards the bow, but for now they were darkened by wooden louvers.


  Vincente was seated in one of the armchairs, leaning forward over a collection of documents that were spread on a low table before him, his white shirt bulging tightly about his pot stomach. ‘Mr Amber,’ he said, gesturing. ‘At ease. And sit, please.’


  Somewhat surprised, Dow lowered himself into the other chair.


  Vincente, still hunched forward over the papers, studied him briefly from under raised brows. ‘Lieutenant Diego has done you little enough damage, by the look. There’s barely a bruise.’


  Dow nodded silently.


  ‘For the record, he claims that you were insubordinate and that he was merely disciplining you. Is that a version of events you’d agree with? I hasten to add, it won’t matter if you disagree. I won’t be taking any action against him, deserved or not. Anyway, as I recall, you laid hands upon him yourself once, and blackened an eye. So perhaps the two of you are about even.’


  Dow was more puzzled than ever; he’d expected to find the captain angry, at either himself or Diego, but Vincente merely sounded tired. From overhead – the high deck lay directly above – came the rap of feet pacing on the timbers, and the creak of the steering cables, which ran from the great wheel down through the stern castle to the rudder mechanism.


  ‘Show me your hands,’ said the captain at last.


  Dow had been holding them clasped in his lap. He raised them now, to display the blackened tips and red-raw palms. The frown faded from Vincente’s lips, replaced by a distant, almost fond smile.


  ‘I was set to picking oakum once, when I was just a midshipman. I can’t remember what it was punishment for, but I remember the oakum. It was months before my fingers felt right again.’ The smile faded. Vincente sat up more formally. ‘Your sentence ends today. It was justified, by all creatures of the deep, there’s no doubt about that. A flogging would’ve been justified too. But you knew that when you stole the boat. As did my scapegoat. And it didn’t stop either of you. Still, it’s necessary that punishments are enforced, even when they’re risked deliberately. Especially then, otherwise the risk is meaningless – and worse, a man’s death would be meaningless ...’


  He paused, and so dispirited and inward-looking seemed his mood, he might have been talking to himself. But then he leant forward again and tapped the papers on the table. ‘These documents are orders and undertakings to sign you on as a permanent enlisted member of the Chloe’s crew.’ And before the stunned Dow could respond, he added, ‘Lieutenant Diego, by the way, will be no such member after this voyage.’


  All Dow could say was, ‘Excellency?’


  Vincente smiled thinly. ‘Don’t think I’m dispensing with Diego for your sake. No, his period of service with me is complete anyway. He’ll be returning to the fleet of his native kingdom, and no doubt to high rank there – for with his uncle as king, how could he not? I mention it to you only in passing.’


  ‘But … but I thought …’


  ‘You thought I would be putting you off at voyage’s end? That I’d return you to the Sea Lord’s custody upon the Twelfth Kingdom? Well, rightly, I should do just that. In normal times I wouldn’t hesitate. But these are not normal times – and the Sea Lord will not be Sea Lord much longer, and so won’t be at liberty to accept you as his guest anyway.’ He considered Dow grimly. ‘Do you have any idea, Mr Amber, of what will result from the news we now bear? The Lord Designate is indisputably lost. There is no heir to the throne.’


  In truth, Dow had given little thought to such things in the last weeks. ‘There’s no chance he’s still alive?’


  ‘In the Doldrums? After five years? Some will cling to vain hopes, maybe – but no. Nadal has led his men to naught but a terrible death.’


  Dow pondered this, and a mirage rose in his mind of the whole southern half of the globe, unvisited and unexplored, and the pull it must have had on the Lord Designate, to lure him to such a fate.


  But that wasn’t the point, of course. ‘Will there really be civil war?’ he asked.


  ‘I believe so. I know so in my bones. Castille and Valdez will not be refused. They will demand that Ibanez announce a new successor, and Ibanez will resist, and there will be war, which Castille and Valdez will win. And even if there isn’t a war – if Ibanez does give in – the throne still passes to Castille and Valdez. Either way, it’s an end to things as we have known them, and a dangerous progression. I know kings Carrasco and Ferdinand too well to hope that they, or their puppet children, will govern well.


  ‘They are blind and greedy men, Dow, and our empire has grown blind and greedy likewise, as more and more men like them rise to power. This dispute over the succession will distract us for years to come – and meanwhile, what of the warning you and I took before the Lords of the Fleet? What of the threat that this new boat represents to us? Who are its makers? No one cares. The Lords think we’re invulnerable to any challenge.’


  Dow too had all but forgotten about the attack on Stone Port, and the strange boat that he and the captain had sighted. It hardly seemed real now …


  ‘We are not invulnerable,’ Vincent continued. ‘I know it better than anyone. Indeed, of late, I’ve had … a premonition?’ His stern face took on an uncharacteristically perplexed look. ‘I don’t know what else to call it. But I feel it as readily as I feel the deck moving under my feet. Something very bad is coming, something that will shake our empire to its core. It’s like a storm beyond the horizon that I can feel but cannot see.’ He laughed humourlessly. ‘I’d consult my scapegoat to learn what she makes of it, had I not confined her to her cabin and forbidden her to speak to anyone.’ He sobered again. ‘But the storm is coming, I don’t doubt. A cataclysm that will engulf us.’


  Dow actually looked to the louvered windows, as if to see a darkening there from clouds gathering above the ship, so dour was the captain’s tone. But the strips of daylight shone as bright as ever, and the ship sailed blithely on. And anyway, what did all this have to do with him? He said, ‘Is that why you’re letting me stay on board?’


  Vincente nodded sombrely. ‘This fool of a civil war – I will not survive it unscathed. I’m too closely allied to the Sea Lord. Even should I see out the fighting, I will certainly not – afterwards – be left in command of a fleet. Perhaps not even of a ship. No, when Valignano and our allies lose, as we will, I shall be forced into obscurity. But as I go, I hope to leave you behind, Dow Amber, as a gift to my own people, little though they’ll want you.’


  ‘A gift?’ Dow asked, not understanding at all.


  ‘Maybe a seed would be a better word – a tiny seed of humanity and vitality in what will become a fleet full of self-satisfaction and idleness, once Castille and Valdez rule from the Twelfth Kingdom.


  ‘You don’t know what I mean, of course. But part of it, Dow, is that you haven’t been raised in privilege and power, as all our own officers have been, even in my own humble kingdom. It has slowly ruined us as seafarers. Oh, we haven’t lost our skills of shipbuilding and navigation – but we’ve lost our vigour. Our enterprise. We are hidebound now, trapped by our own monstrous wealth, and terrified of losing it. We do not take risks anymore. Nadal, at least, was trying to do something new, as foolhardy as his attempt was. But he will be the last – unless we can begin to look beyond ourselves. We need someone with new ideas, with no awe of the past, and no fear of the future. Someone with nothing to lose and everything to gain. Someone like you, Mr Amber.


  ‘These papers – they are not simply enlisting you to my crew. They are a commission. Once signed, they will endow you with the rank of sub-lieutenant, the lowest rank of officer that exists – yet an official position nonetheless, with accompanying rights and entitlements that cannot be summarily denied you. It is an extraordinary undertaking, the like of which no one has seen in generations – a New Islander with a commission! But there are provisions, little used maybe, but in the regulations still, that a serving captain like myself, while at sea, may commission anyone that he sees fit to into the officers’ ranks, if the situation demands it. And I think the situation does.’


  Dow listened to all this dumbfounded. ‘An officer?’


  Vincente leaned further forward, his expression becoming urgent. ‘Listen, Dow – you and I both know you have nowhere near the education or training for such a rank. But that doesn’t matter right now. All I’m trying to do is shield you with provisions that will prevent my enemies and yours simply throwing you in prison once we return home. They will not be able to do so as easily, if you are a legally commissioned officer. And who knows, if the war does not come as quickly as I dread, you may even have time to earn the position. I will certainly help you if I can. But in all reality I’ll probably be shoved aside long before then. In which case you will be on your own.


  ‘Though not entirely. The rank will protect you legally, but of more protection still will be your own reputation. You will gain supporters, even among we Ship Kings, of that I am certain. I’m not the only one who thinks our fleets and officers have become stultified with privilege. Others too will see the worth of new minds and new thoughts, unencumbered by dead traditions. And, of course, you are famous. Not only are you the boy who rode the maelstrom, now you are the youth who, against all odds and even a captain’s orders, found the route to the pole! Imagine the way folk will talk of you now!’


  Dow was frowning. Found the route to the pole? It was Nell who had done that – or, in fact, Captain Altona of the Bent Wing. All Dow had done was convince Alfons and his men to crew the boat.


  And now Alfons was—


  Vincente was watching him. ‘You’re thinking of the dead man, and blaming yourself for his death. So you should. The day that you lead men to their deaths and do not care is the day you become a monster. But command will always result in the deaths of others – the only alternative is to not command at all, which may well bring death in any case. Accept this, and if others choose to follow you, then lead them honestly and fairly, and with respect for their lives, but do not hesitate to do what you must.’


  He stared at Dow a moment longer, then reached abruptly for a pen that lay on the table. He dipped it in ink and signed the papers in three different places. Then he extended the quill towards Dow.


  ‘To make this binding, you must sign your name. I know, of course, that you cannot. And never before has a commission gone to one who cannot read or write. Nevertheless, you must make some mark that can be identified as yours – if, that is, command is what you want.’


  Dow stared at the pen. Command – was it what he wanted? He’d always thought so, from the moment he’d first laid eyes upon a ship. But he’d been a child then, and it had never occurred to him that command would mean not only control of a vessel, but also control over men’s lives, even to the point of ordering them to their deaths, or of killing them by his own mistakes.


  And yet …


  Dow lifted his gaze to Vincente. The captain was not crushed by the weight of such responsibility. It told on him, yes; the strain and sleeplessness of his position showed in every weary line of his face. But command had honed and refined him too. Vincente knew himself, of that Dow had always been sure. And he was free. After all, command, despite its burdens, meant freedom from the command of others. And the freedom, if not to defy fate, then at least to confront it clear-eyed and on one’s own terms.


  Dow took the pen.


  Only – what mark could he make?


  Vincente said, ‘Understand, Mr Amber. With these declarations, you become, for all intents and purposes, one of my own people. A Ship King. These papers are in fact akin to adoption papers. You can no longer be merely Dow Amber. You must choose a new name for yourself, a name such as my own folk employ. Vincente of the Shinbone, for instance, is my name, for my family takes its title from a famous rocky spire – the Shinbone – that rises from our ancestral lands, to the east of Haven Diaz. Likewise, you must consider a name for yourself that my people will recognise. Do you see?’


  Dow saw. A shiver went through him, a fore-echo of fame, and he knew what the name had to be; what it was fated to be. He dipped the pen, and where Vincente was pointing, a space at the bottom of a page, he drew a swirling pattern, a single line, spiralling around itself.


  Vincente’s eyes widened. ‘Dow of the Maelstrom. So be it. For better or worse, you are one of us now.’
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  The captain stood, and Dow too, but before either could speak again, there came a shout from high above outside – a cry from the crow’s nest, ‘Sail ho!’ – and a sudden drum of feet on the deck overhead.


  Vincente stared up. ‘A ship? What ship would there be, this far north?’ He took his coat from the wall and shrugged it over his shoulders. ‘Come along, Mr Amber, we’ll see what’s afoot.’


  Dow followed him out into the passage. Vincente turned towards the Captain’s Walk, but Dow’s attention was drawn by movement at the other end of the hall. It was Diego. He had just come through the doors of the Great Cabin and was hurrying to the top of the stairway that led down. He caught sight of Dow and paused abruptly on the first step.


  Dow hesitated too, struck by the lieutenant’s expression. He’d never seen a look of such indecision and fear written so clearly on someone’s face. Then another cry came from above, ‘Two sails! Three!’ And Diego, with a choked moan, went stumbling away down the stairs.


  An urgent unease clutched Dow. Why would an officer run away from the high deck at such a call?


  But there was no time. He turned and dashed after Vincente, out onto the landing and then up the stairs to the high deck. Commander Fidel was there, and most of the other officers too, senior and junior, and all eyes were turned to the southern horizon. Three sets of sails – no, four now – were just rising above the rim of the sea.


  Four ships. A fleet, no less.


  ‘They’re a long way out for a patrol,’ Vincente commented to Fidel.


  The first officer nodded. ‘A welcoming committee perhaps? The Sea Lord will no doubt be anxious for news.’


  ‘Maybe – but why send out ships that will return with that news no faster than we will ourselves?’


  Fidel shrugged. ‘As we know, Ibanez, in his concern for his son, has not been entirely logical of late.’ Then he added in a lower voice, ‘And is your business with Dow here complete?’


  Vincente glanced at Dow. ‘It is – signed and sealed. I’ll announce it to the assembled officers at dinner tonight.’


  Fidel nodded. ‘Congratulations, Mr Amber.’


  Dow gave a distracted nod in return. He was studying the four distant ships, unable to say why the sight of them filled him with such trepidation – and why he could not forget the look on Diego’s face, as he fled below decks. What could be the link between the two?


  Vincente was surveying the Chloe. ‘Below there,’ he boomed in command, ‘get that laundry pulled in! You think this is any state in which to greet our comrades? We look a terrible sight!’


  There was laughter from below – a holiday mood seemed to have seized the ship – but men hurried to tidy up. The Chloe would not return from the Unquiet Ice draped in mouldy sheets!


  The new ships, with the wind behind them, came swiftly up from the south. They could soon be identified as two battleships and two frigates, flying the pennants of the Sea Lord’s home fleet.


  Fidel, gazing through a telescope, said, ‘You don’t suppose that Ibanez himself has come?’


  Vincente looked startled. ‘No reigning Sea Lord has left the Twelfth Kingdom in generations.’


  ‘But if he is desperate for news … it would explain why this fleet is here, where no fleet should be.’


  Vincente nodded sadly. ‘It would indeed. Not that he’ll want to hear the news we carry, if it is indeed he.’


  They waited and watched. The ships – white-sailed and brave in the bright afternoon – were arranged in line, one behind the other; a stirring sight. And yet still the doubt gnawed in Dow’s stomach. The sail-master’s words of the morning rose unbidden in his mind – it’s the brightest day that brings sharks to the surface. But these weren’t sharks. They were ships. Come as friends.


  At last the fleet drew close. It seemed that the four vessels meant to pass down the Chloe’s right side.


  Vincente asked his first officer, ‘Do you recognise them, Fidel? What captains are we greeting?’


  Fidel was frowning into his telescope. ‘I’m not sure. It’s hard to make out a name, bow on – no wait, they’re turning a little. I can see. The leading battleship is – but I don’t understand. It’s the Adroit …’


  ‘The Adroit? But that’s not—’


  Vincente broke off, staring, for at the same moment a strange flicker passed along the hull of each of the ships. It was an instant before Dow, watching from beside the captain, understood what it meant. Gun ports. The flicker was gun ports being thrown open – fifty on each flank of the battleships, and thirty on each flank of the frigates. Black metal gleamed as cannon rolled out.


  ‘A trap!’ cried Fidel. ‘They’re ships of Castille and Valdez!’


  Vincente whirled to the helmsmen. ‘Come about, hard left!’ Then his voice roared loud, ‘All hands to battle stations! Run out the guns!’ And it was only a despairing note to the command that reminded Dow – what guns? Two of the Chloe’s gun decks stood empty, and even the third had its ports sealed firmly shut against the arctic weather they’d so recently left behind.


  Men hastened to obey nonetheless, and tumult sounded below, but it was already too late. The four ships, the foremost now merely a hundred yards off, had swung themselves broadside to their victim. The Chloe was itself only just beginning to turn, its flank fully exposed, when a ripple of smoke – oddly silent – ran along the gun barrels of the leading battleship.


  Dow ducked low. The sound of the broadside reached the Chloe simultaneously with the flying shot; a crackling series of detonations from across the water, matched by a horrific ripping and tearing all across the Chloe, mixed with the cries and screams of injured men.


  Dow raised his head. Figures were dashing here and there upon the high deck, but he could see no damage immediately about him; it was all further forward. He looked to the enemy fleet again, in time to see the guns of the second ship firing. The awful ripping sound came once more, and then new screams, and towards the bow sails were falling in vast tangles.


  Time had slowed. Officers yelled orders to the helmsmen, but the ship seemed to be yawing, out of control. A great cloud of smoke now covered the ocean about the attacking fleet, and all Dow saw of the third broadside was a rapid sequence of red pinpoints flaring through the haze – and this time it was the stern half of the Chloe that caught the barrage.


  Timber exploded, and the high deck was swept with a hail of flying wood and metal. There were horrible shrieks nearby. It seemed impossible to Dow that he had not been shredded where he crouched, but when he opened his eyes again he was still whole and unhurt. He stared about, frozen in fear. Bodies, and parts of bodies, littered the deck. He must flee. He must hide.


  Then he caught sight of Vincente. The captain was at the wheel, alone there, for the helmsmen both lay sprawled across the bloody timbers. He was shouting commands – though Dow couldn’t hear the words, he seemed to have gone deaf – and struggling to steer the ship. But even in calm conditions the wheel was heavy work for one man – in stormy seas it often took six or even eight to control it – and now it seemed to be stuck fast. The rudder or the mechanism must have been damaged.


  An officer ran to the captain to help. It was Samson! Blood was flowing from the young lieutenant’s scalp, but he hadn’t noticed. Dow swore at himself. If Vincente – and Samson too – were unafraid to stand upright amid the shot, then so must he be. He rose to half height and took several steps toward the wheel. Then the fourth broadside caught the Chloe square on.


  The wheel blew up.


  Wooden splinters flew, and Vincente and Samson went reeling across the deck. Dow felt a hot blade sear his left shoulder, and a violent push of air, then he was flat on his back, staring witlessly up at a sky that remained innocently blue above all the smoke.


  How long he lay there he wasn’t sure. His arm was wet and warm, though he didn’t feel any pain. Were the broadsides continuing? He could hear no sound at all, but there came shudders and vibrations from the ship, as if volley after volley was sweeping the decks.


  After what seemed an age he turned his head in response to some shadow on the edge of his vision, and saw, extraordinarily close off the stern quarter, the upper rigging of one of the enemy battleships. He could even see the enemy marines stationed on their musket decks – the same platforms that Dow had found so difficult to climb over during his test for basic seamanship, a hundred years ago. They were firing away steadily with their muskets. Dow realised that they were aiming, one and all, at the high deck on which he lay – only not directly at him, but at some point beyond him.


  The captain, he grasped dimly, they were firing at the captain.


  Outrage warmed in Dow. It didn’t seem fair. The Chloe was already dead in the water; they didn’t need to keep attacking. He would have shouted angrily at them, but smoke had hidden the battleship once more. Dow rolled over – there, five yards away across the ravaged deck, lay Vincente, unmoving, his face to the sky. Dow began to crawl towards him.


  Was the battle over? There did seem to be a lull of some kind – the broadsides at least had ended – and in the new quiet Dow’s hearing began to return. Moans sounded from down on the main deck, and the flap of loose canvas. The Chloe was adrift. Had their own guns even managed to fire? Dow didn’t think so. They’d stood no chance from the start.


  He reached the captain’s side.


  Vincente’s eyes were open, but seemed unseeing. The deck all about him was pitted with holes from the marine’s musket fire – and two of the balls at least had found their target, for blood welled from wounds in the captain’s right shoulder and on his left hip. But that wasn’t the worst, for sticking up from Vincente’s chest was a great splinter of wood the size and shape of a dagger. It was one of the spoke-handles from the shattered wheel, hurled free by the shot and buried deep – as far as Dow could see – right next to the captain’s heart.


  ‘Excellency,’ Dow croaked.


  Vincente stirred a little, his eyes focussing from far away. ‘Sir, Mr Amber,’ he whispered. ‘Officers address each other as sir.’ But then he was coughing up blood and could speak no more.


  Dow stared around wildly. Was there no one to help? The high deck looked deserted apart from the dead and the dying. Forward, over the rail, the three masts were a hopeless tangle of brokens spars and snagged lines and torn sails. Smoke drifted everywhere.


  Then a cry could be heard from across the water. ‘You there! The Chloe. Raise the white flag, or we’ll resume firing!’


  Dow stared about again. Who was left with the authority to answer? He could see no officer still standing.


  Vincente sounded as if he was laughing through the blood in his mouth. ‘What a fool I am,’ he breathed, his gaze wandering. ‘I should have expected this. They couldn’t risk it, of course. For all they knew, we might have been bearing Nadal back with us. We had to be stopped.’


  ‘Sir, they want us to surrender.’


  ‘Yes. Yes. Tell Fidel he must …’


  But there was no need. To Dow’s relief he heard the first officer’s voice shouting from the main deck. ‘Stand down all. Raise the white pennant. Hurry, damn you, there’s nothing more to be done!’


  And from across the water the voice came again, cold and impersonal. ‘Chloe – stand by to be boarded.’


  A sickness and shaking took hold of Dow. Blood stank hotly amid the mangled bodies and the limbs torn from their sockets. His mind couldn’t process such appalling injuries. The nearest corpse was that of Lieutenant Samson. Decent, bumbling, friendly Samson, who had sailed his boat so badly at first, and yet who had begun to show so much confidence and promise as an officer. His contorted face was a ghastly white; his legs, Dow saw, had been almost completely blown away.


  And of a sudden Dow thought of Nell – where was she? Had the cabins below also been raked with fire?


  Then Vincente was coughing again, his chest heaving, blood trickling from his lips. ‘Remove it,’ he groaned, his hands grasping uselessly at the wooden dagger plunged into his heart. ‘Get it out …’ Dow leant forward. ‘Sir, I don’t think you should …’ Vincente’s eyes were blind. ‘The pain … please …’ Helpless, Dow took hold of the great splinter. He shifted it very gently, only a little, and the captain, who had been arched up in his torment, relaxed suddenly and sank back down to the deck.


  ‘Thank you,’ he sighed, as if very tired. Then, as Dow watched in dawning comprehension, Vincente’s eyes went wide and faraway, staring up into nothingness. He smiled. ‘Ah … there she is ….’ The words were so soft Dow had to bend his head to catch them. ‘… my own Chloe …’


  And his heart went still under Dow’s hand.


  ‘Captain,’ Dow pleaded. ‘Captain Vincente.’


  But the little man was dead.


  Footsteps sounded upon the deck nearby, and raising his tear-filled eyes Dow saw a figure standing there, upright and unbloodied, clean of any stain of battle. It was Diego. The lieutenant was studying the carnage about him with a haunted look of disbelief. Then he beheld Dow and the captain – and Dow could see Diego’s gaze move from the dagger in Vincente’s heart, around which Dow’s fingers were still gripped, then along Dow’s arm to meet Dow’s own gaze. The lieutenant’s face lit with triumph.


  ‘Murderer,’ Diego declared. And then he called it loudly. ‘Ho there. Help. There is murder most foul here!’


  And in answer, from the main deck below, there rose the clamour of the boarding parties coming over the rail to claim their prize.
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  13. DIEGO’S REVENGE


  Even after all the vast wonders he’d beheld in the north – giant bergs rolling in the sea, the gale-blown heights of the Ice Wall, the fuming basin of the great volcano – Dow was still struck, upon his second sighting of the vessel, by the sheer size of the Twelfth Kingdom.


  But whereas there had been a perilous beauty to the bergs and the Wall, and a grandeur in the fiery inner sea of the pole, Dow saw no such beauty or grandeur now in the spires and sails and hulking battlements of the capital ship – nor even the imposingness of brute power. Now he saw only a monstrosity; a vessel fat and complacent and floating in the only sea it was fit for, the stagnant waters of the Golden Millpond.


  Or perhaps – Dow admitted to himself as his boat drew closer to the Twelfth Kingdom – it was just that his opinion of the ship was coloured by the knowledge of what awaited him on board.


  Imprisonment – most certainly.


  Death – quite possibly.


  Vincente’s gift had been intended to prevent those very things. But it had come too late. As for the papers Dow had signed, he had no idea what had happened to them. No doubt they’d been collected by the victors in the storming of the Chloe – but whether they’d been burned, or thrown into the sea, or merely hidden away never to be seen again, he couldn’t say.


  And it didn’t matter. He would never now be acknowledged as a commissioned officer, as the captain had hoped, let alone as an adopted Ship King.


  Now he was just a New Islander, and a criminal.


  Gazing over the heads of the oarsmen, Dow studied the Twelfth Kingdom once more, especially the brooding palace and its brazen dome. There was one other reason, of course, that it all looked different to him now; a momentous reason, one that changed everything. And it was this: the occupant of that palace, Ibanez the Third, Sovereign of all the Ocean, was in fact sovereign no longer. While the Chloe had been absent in the north, the mighty and invulnerable Sea Lord had been overthrown.


  The news had reached Dow even in the isolation of the Chloe’s brig – where he’d been locked ever since the ambush. He was allowed to talk to no one, but the galley-hands who brought his daily meal whispered reports to him while he ate. These humble serving lads were among the few of the Chloe’s original crew still left on board, considered too unimportant to imprison or replace. But humble or not, they were in perfect position to overhear the dinner-table talk of the Chloe’s new officers – all Valdez or Castille men. And so it was that they, and Dow in turn, had learned of the great events that had transpired on the capital ship during the Chloe’s voyage; events indeed that had rendered that voyage meaningless.


  For the kingdoms of Castille and Valdez had not been content, after all, to grant the Sea Lord another three months grace to search for his missing son. Instead, within a fortnight of the Chloe’s departure, they had staged a small but well organised coup, and quietly seized the throne; first by surprising Ibanez in his own home and taking him prisoner, and then by forcing him to name, as his joint successors, a young couple only newly wed – Emmanuel of the Ingot, who was the son of Carrasco of Valdez, and Henrietta of the Scale, who was the granddaughter of Ferdinand of Castille.


  And all without the civil war that everyone – Vincente included – had so feared would tear the empire apart. There had been no battles, and the Twelfth Kingdom, for all its thousand guns, had been no defence. Instead, it seemed, treachery and cunning had been enough. The galley-hands’ furtive reports to Dow spoke of secret preparations far in advance of the coup, of clandestine meetings between the rebel kingdoms and various captains of the Home Fleet, and of moneys paid and promises made; and of similar arrangements with certain marine sergeants of the Sea Lord’s private guard.


  Then on a night carefully predetermined, a large party of Castille and Valdez dignitaries had visited the capital ship under guise of reopening negotiations with the Sea Lord over the succession. In the early hours, as most on board slept, those dignitaries – and those of the Sea Lord’s guard working with them – had seized control of the palace and of Ibanez’s apartments. They had also secured the Twelfth Kingdom’s magazines, so that the forces loyal to the Sea Lord had little powder or shot with which to mount any resistance.


  The ship had fallen with barely a struggle.


  As for the Home Fleet – ironically, Vincente’s own advice to the Sea Lord had weakened Ibanez’s position. For Ibanez had, as he’d promised, dispatched a fleet of his own ships to the Twin Isles, to investigate Vincente’s suspicions that the sail-less boat had come from there. Thus was the Home Fleet reduced at exactly the wrong moment, and outnumbered by the Castille and Valdez fleets when the coup took place. Of those ships remaining, many were captained by men now in league with the usurpers – and so again, few shots were fired. Within a single night and morning, the thing was done.


  Indeed, the pretence had quickly been established that the coup had never happened at all. The official version being promulgated was that the Sea Lord, during negotiations, had simply accepted at last that his son was dead, and so had appointed, as was only proper, two new heirs to take Nadal’s place. Details of the true events, even if they could not be kept entirely secret, were to be suppressed as far as possible, and denied in public. The kingdoms loyal to Ibanez might well suspect – or even be certain of – foul play, but short of starting a war themselves, what could they do about it now?


  Which had left, of course, only one loose end; Vincente’s expedition to the north, and the danger that he might actually find Nadal and bring the Lord Designate home, throwing everything into chaos.


  And so a fleet had been sent to lie in wait …
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  The Twelfth Kingdom loomed very near now, and Dow’s boat turned to approach the floating docks, the rowers putting up their oars to glide in.


  Dow knew none of those rowers, nor either of the two marines guarding him. For the Chloe – which floated behind him on the Millpond’s calm waters, patched and repaired from the battle, but still only a ragged, bereft version of itself – was crewed by strangers now. Once the victors had taken possession of their prize, they’d put their own men aboard, and dispersed most of the original crew across the other four vessels.


  Exactly how many days had passed since then, Dow hadn’t been able to count, down in the darkness of the brig. But he knew that they’d been roughly two weeks sail from Great Island when the attack came, so it was at least that long. Certainly it had been time enough for the wounds he’d received to almost heal, leaving him with two deep scars about his left shoulder, and a lasting stiffness in the muscles there. He would never, he suspected, have full free movement of that arm again – but he knew too that he was one of the lucky ones.


  Of the others, at least of those best known to Dow, Captain Vincente was of course dead – buried at sea, along with Samson and the rest of the fatalities from that awful day, hurriedly and without the proper ceremony due them. And Commander Fidel’s whereabouts were unknown. Although unscathed by the battle itself, he’d been bound cruelly by the victors and taken away to one of the enemy ships, not to be heard from since.


  Which left – outside of New Island of least – only three people in all the world that Dow cared about; and one other too, that he despised. And, as it happened, all four of these individuals were in the boats following just behind his, for they too were being delivered now to the Twelfth Kingdom.


  His own craft docked. Dow’s guards hoisted him up – his hands were tied behind his back – and deposited him on the pontoon. Then he was marched up the boarding ramp. Looking back down, he could see the second boat landing at the dock. In it were Johannes and Nicky, each flanked by two marines. Beyond, the third boat was standing by. It carried Lieutenant Diego of the Diamond, and at his side, face downcast, sat Nell.


  It seemed an age since Dow had seen her last. She looked smaller than he remembered, and the rush of feelings that came to him was confusing, not least because he did not know what role she was to play here. But there was no such confusion at the sight of Diego; Dow’s smouldering hatred threatened to flare into rage.


  But then he was shoved through the hatchway into the dimness of the Twelfth Kingdom’s lower decks, and he calmed himself. There was nothing he could do about Diego. Not yet anyway. He must be patient.


  His guards led him onwards. At first, little seemed to have changed on board the capital ship since Dow’s visit three months earlier. The gun decks were as shadowy and cavernous as ever, and the long lines of cannon had again been run out for display. But when Dow emerged onto the open spaces of the main deck, he saw no carnival crowd gathered on the green expanse of lawn. Instead, there were only armed marines standing about beneath the trees – and many more guarding the stairs that led up into the palace. All loyal, no doubt, to the new regime.


  The view beyond the rail was different too. Beneath the hazy sky, and spread across the calm seas, were the mustered fleets of the Ship Kings empire, come to attend the spring session of the Lords of the Fleet. But the armada was much smaller than the one that had attended the winter session. Rumour from the galley-hands had it that only Castille and Valdez had been allowed to bring their full fleets, and that the other kingdoms had been restricted to three ships apiece; and that one kingdom, apparently, had not come at all.


  Not that it made any difference to Dow, or lessened the hazard he now faced. No doubt ten kings could judge and pass sentence just as well as eleven. For today was the day of Dow’s trial; he had been summoned to appear before the Sea Lord and the assembled monarchs to face charges both of high treason, and of the murder of Captain Vincente of the Shinbone.


  Dow could not allow himself to think of it. The outrage of the lie was too vast to bear They passed through the gardens and came to the foot of the palace stairs, where Dow’s escorts paused to consult with the marines on guard. The trial would begin shortly, they were told; in the meantime they must wait. Dow looked about for Johannes and Nicky, but they had not been brought to the main deck. He had a foreboding about their presence on board. They could certainly not be accused of complicity in Vincente’s death, and yet for some reason the Ship Kings wanted them here today.


  Nell and Diego were also nowhere to be seen. And that was another puzzle. What was Nell’s status now? The galley-hands had brought Dow rumours about her, too. That she was in disgrace, that she was under arrest, that she had physically attacked Diego – but who knew if any of it was true. Even a moment ago, as she’d sat with Diego in the boat, Dow hadn’t been able to tell whether she was there as his companion, or as his prisoner …
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  At length a bell sounded, and Dow’s guards led him up the grand staircase, through the echoing foyer and into the Great Hall.


  The assembled kings and dignitaries were seated and waiting, and at the sight of Dow an angry murmur rose. He was led down to the central floor. A wooden dock had been erected directly in front of the royal dais, and there Dow was placed to stand before the Sea Lord.


  Ignoring the hostile hum, he gazed about briefly and confirmed one rumour at least; a kingdom was indeed missing. There were no empty seats or anything so obvious, but the partitioned banks had been rearranged so that now there were only ten sections. And the kingdom that was missing was Valignano; King Benito and his entourage were not in the hall.


  What might that mean? This very trial was in regard to the death of Valignano’s finest captain. So where was Benito? Had he been forbidden from coming? Or had he chosen to stay away? Was Valignano perhaps refusing to recognise the new regime? Dow had heard no news either way, but it was heartening to think that one kingdom – Vincente’s kingdom – might be resisting Valdez and Castille still.


  The Sea Lord, seated on the royal dais, looked incapable of any such resistance. Already an old man when Dow had first beheld him, Ibanez had aged alarmingly since, and seemed a truly enfeebled figure now. He was propped stiffly in his throne, head to his chest, and had not looked up as Dow was brought in. What threats the usurpers had used to make him accede to their demands, Dow did not know – but it was clear those threats had broken him.


  Also, his throne was no longer the only one on the dais. Two more had been added, larger and more ornate, and in more prominent position than his. In these new thrones sat a boy of perhaps fifteen, and a girl who looked somewhat older; the newly married and newly adopted joint heirs to the Sea Lord’s dynasty – Emmanuel of Valdez, and Henrietta of Castille.


  They were, Dow supposed, a regal enough looking pair – both sitting straight and serene as they stared out over the hall. But there was an emptiness to their gaze, and Dow sensed that they would not speak or act during the imminent proceedings. They weren’t real monarchs, not yet. They were puppets, as Vincente had called them, hanging limply upon their strings.


  Their masters were not on the dais at all. Looking left and right Dow recognised the true rulers now of the Ship Kings empire. Seated in the front rows of their respective partitions, were the gaunt Ferdinand of the Scale, King of Castille, and the fleshy Carrasco of the Ingot, King of Valdez. And to the right of Carrasco, smiling benignly at his uncle, sat Lieutenant Diego of the Diamond, who – as he’d sworn vengefully that day among the sheets – was indeed now the cousin of a future Sea Lord.


  He certainly cut a different figure from the one who had attacked Dow so dementedly that day. Diego exuded only a calm confidence now as he lounged among the other dignitaries, dressed in full officer’s finery and looking well-fed and sleek about the face. He was ignoring Dow, but Dow sensed that the lieutenant’s serene smile was in part at least for his benefit. And oh, how Dow’s fist ached to smash into those fat, self-satisfied lips …


  And Nell? She was nowhere in the Valdez section, nor was she seated anywhere in the hall.


  Dow found that ominous. And when he turned back to the royal dais, he noted the absence of one other personage who he would have expected to see here. For Ibanez the Sea Lord was unaccompanied. There was no wheeled chair near him, curtained in black gauze.


  Axay, the Twelfth Kingdom’s mysterious scapegoat, was missing.


  But now the high chamberlain – a different man to he who had filled the position three months earlier – stood forth.


  ‘Most High Sea Lord; Lord and Lady Designate; assembled Kings and Captains – we are convened now in solemn session to investigate the most heinous events that have taken place of late upon the high seas. To whit, the engagement between the Chloe and the fleet sent to welcome it, and the suspicious death, during that engagement, of the esteemed Captain Vincente.’


  Watching the Sea Lord, Dow saw the old man stir slightly at the mention of Vincente, and for an instant his faded eyes considered Dow, then they slid away again in weariness and misery.


  ‘King Ferdinand,’ invited the high chamberlain, ‘we understand that two of your own ships made up part of the fleet in question, and that you have spoken with your captains regarding the matter.’


  Ferdinand rose from his seat, his elderly features composed in elegant regret, his tone eminently reasonable. ‘I have indeed, High Chamberlain. As this council well knows, myself and my fellow monarch, Carrasco of Valdez,’ – and here he bowed to his colleague opposite – ‘were much concerned with the progress of Captain Vincente’s mission and with the fate of the lamented Nadal, the former Lord Designate. In light of our concern, we organised a combined fleet of four ships to head north in search of the returning Chloe. We acted thus in case Vincente should have sustained damage to his vessel during his mission, and be in need of assistance, in which event we would be able to speed him – and perhaps the Lord Designate himself – home.’


  In the dock, Dow was already shaking his head. Surely no one would credit such nonsense. But the assembly listened without protest, and Dow reminded himself that this trial would not be about what anyone really believed. No doubt most of the other kings knew the truth already. Ferdinand’s purpose here was merely to provide a plausible and official alternative to that truth, so that the real events could then be put aside and forgotten.


  ‘Alas, it seems that Vincente misunderstood the eagerness of our welcome, and responded with uncalled-for hostility. We may never know the reason for his actions, but what is indisputable is that the Chloe fired upon our ships, even as they hurried forward in greeting. Reluctantly, they had no choice but to return fire. They used only grapeshot, mind, and did the Chloe no serious damage, other than to disable it temporarily. Nevertheless, there was regrettable loss of life among the crew.’


  And perhaps, Dow thought, this was why the Valignano delegation had been kept away. For one thing, several hundred witnesses from Haven Diaz could testify that the Chloe had no guns with which to make this supposed attack. They’d seen them being removed!


  ‘And what,’ the high chamberlain inquired of Ferdinand, with an air of impartiality that Dow did not doubt was feigned, ‘of the charges that some would lay that it was your fleet who, in fact, fired first?’


  Carrasco now rose from his chair. He was a grosser, ruder figure than the graceful Ferdinand, but his dark eyes glittered with equal intelligence and guile. ‘If I may speak, High Chamberlain. The suggestion is of course a foul slander. As we all know, my own nephew here was serving upon the Chloe, and in fact was on the high deck at the time of the engagement. I ask you – indeed, I ask everyone here – would any fleet involving ships of my own ever open fire upon my own blood? It’s an impossibility.’


  The chamberlain bowed his head, and murmurs of agreement rose from the Castille and Valdez ranks. Dow’s hands tightened into fists once more; he remembered the glimpse he’d caught of Diego, fleeing below decks the instant the approaching ships were sighted.


  Dow had long since grasped the meaning of that moment. Diego had known. Even before Vincente had set sail for the north, Carrasco and Ferdinand must have plotted to ambush the Chloe upon its return, and Diego – as a cherished nephew – had been warned of the danger. He had known that at the first sighting of any ships, he must hide himself away below, safe from the ensuing battle. He had known that anyone caught on deck – especially the captain – was likely to die.


  Which made Diego a coward, as well as a traitor. And Dow was the only one who knew the truth.


  He glanced sideways now, holding that knowledge in his eyes, but Diego – in expectation of this perhaps – was ostentatiously leaning back in his seat, his head turned away to talk with a dignitary in the row behind him. Dow would have yelled an accusation, but he’d been strictly warned by his guards; one word from him and he would be mercilessly gagged. It would almost be worth it anyway – but Dow was determined to bide his time. He suspected there was worse yet to come, and wanted his voice free at the last.


  ‘And what,’ the high chamberlain continued, addressing Ferdinand once more, ‘of the death of the unfortunate Captain Vincente?’


  Ferdinand raised his hands helplessly. ‘My captains report that they fired only at the Chloe’s rigging and sails, so as to disable the ship, and that they did not fire upon the high deck. Nevertheless, upon boarding the vessel they found that Captain Vincente was dead. At first it was thought by accident – but upon investigation, a more sinister explanation emerged.’


  Here all gazes turned expectantly to Dow. By now, he was sure, there was no one in the hall who hadn’t already been fed the falsehood that was about to be told. And this lie, perhaps, some did believe.


  ‘This youth before us,’ accused the old king austerely, ‘is the one responsible. The very same youth, ironically, that Vincente had so nobly taken under his wing, despite the grave doubts of many. The captain was warned, let us not forget, that a New Island youth was not to be trusted. Alas, Vincente was too generous a soul. And when he quite rightly punished this faithless boy for disobeying orders, the New Islander, it seems, privately swore to be revenged upon his benefactor. He had been summoned to the captain’s presence at the very moment of the engagement – and taking advantage of the chaos, grasped his chance to attack and kill the captain.’


  Outraged muttering now swelled about the chamber. Yes, observed Dow, this concoction made for a more convincing tale. And what a neat bow it tied of the last untidy threads for the new Ship Kings rulers; Vincente – the captain most likely to oppose them – safely dead, and his death laid at the foot of an already-hated foreigner.


  ‘His sentence for such a crime,’ Ferdinand continued, ‘will justly be death. But murder is not this rebellious boy’s only misdeed, nor has he always acted alone. I will unveil to you now evidence that he is involved in something far worse – a conspiracy against us all!’


  Dow stood straighter. Conspiracy? That would require fellow conspirators. And that could only mean …


  Ferdinand was warming to his theme now, his thin chest swelling with indignation. ‘My fellow Kings and Lords, a strange event took place during the voyage to the Unquiet Ice. At the furthermost point of the expedition, a boat was launched in mysterious circumstances, with a very peculiar crew on board, to venture through a chasm in the ice to reach the final resting place – at the very pole, no less – of the last sailors of the Lost Fleet. The report brought back by that boat is of immense consequence to all here. Or should I say, it is intended to be of immense consequence, for the report is of course a lie, and its intent is to sow discord and disharmony amongst us.


  ‘Who, you ask, was aboard this boat, and what report did they bring back? Well, one of those involved was none other than this murderous New Island youth, Dow Amber. Two of the others on board were also foreigners: the Chloe’s blacksmith, one Johannes, and his apprentice Nicholas, both natives of Red Island, and both currently residing in our dungeons below.


  ‘Three outsiders – do you begin to see it? Now, to be sure, there were also four other crew in the boat, honest seamen of our own folk – and perhaps if they were here today they could tell us more of the truth. But, very conveniently, one of those men died at the pole – and the other three, alas, were killed during the lamentable engagement between the Chloe and our own fleet.’


  Dow could not help but gape at that; he knew for a certainty that the three seaman mentioned had not died during the attack. He’d seen Antonio and the two others alive and well, below decks after the battle, as he was being escorted down to the brig. The question was – had they been murdered since? Or merely packed away where they’d never be heard from again?


  And why had Ferdinand not mentioned Nell?


  ‘Suffice to say,’ the king of Castille went on, ‘this was not a loyal crew. I care not about the veracity of their claim to have reached the pole in their boat, and to have found a great cauldron of fire burning there amid the ice. The only part of their tale that concerns me is that involving the fate of the former Lord Designate. For what would they have us believe? This: that Nadal did not perish with the rest of his fleet – the wreckage of which the Chloe clearly witnessed upon the so-named Camp Island – but instead set sail for the Barrier Doldrums, there to try to find a way through to the southern hemisphere.


  ‘Do you see how cunning is their lie? None knows better than I the grief that the former Lord Designate’s disappearance has caused to the Sea Lord and to us all. It’s only recently that we’ve all finally accepted his death, and moved on, as the living always must, no matter how dear the departed. The Sea Lord himself has graciously adopted a son and daughter into his family, so that the succession may be peacefully assured.


  ‘But now we have three sworn enemies of our people – one New Islander, and two Red Islanders – attempting to raise doubts. Nadal died not in the Ice, they say. He went voyaging to the southern parts of the globe, they say, where he may – and this is the cunning part – be voyaging still! Alive, for all that anyone knows.


  ‘Think of what uncertainty and discontent such a tale could cause, were it to be widely spread and believed. These three would have us at each other’s throats once again. But thankfully we’ve seen through their falsehoods. Did they bear any proofs with them back from the pole, if indeed that’s where they went? Of course not. I believe, in truth, that all they found were the sad remains of the Sea Lord’s son; but, rather than honour his loss, they devised a different tale to their own advantage. I can only hope, as a loyal subject of the Sea Lord, that they did not defile Nadal’s remains into the bargain.’


  Again, Dow almost had to shout out in protest. The lies were so bald as to be nauseating. There had indeed been proof, for Nell had borne with her from the pole Captain Altona’s log, which had in turn been stored away safely by Vincente. What kept Dow silent was his certainty that the log had since been destroyed – just like his own commission papers, no doubt. Also, he wanted to save his voice yet, suspecting that even this was not the worst of what he would be forced to hear today.


  Ferdinand, at least, seemed to be nearly done. ‘How far does this conspiracy extend? Recall – this same youth was also aboard the Chloe on the night of the attack on the fleet at Stone Port. Captain Vincente afterwards came to believe that this attack was orchestrated by someone other than the New Islanders themselves. And who, I wonder, convinced him of that? In part, no doubt, this boy. However, he did not act alone – as King Carrasco will now explain. We can only be thankful that this council saw through that lie too, and did not go chasing to the Twin Isles after fanciful magic boats.’


  A clamour of agreement and approval rose throughout the hall at this, and with a gracious bow, the king of Castille lowered himself to his seat once more. Dow gazed about the chamber in exasperation. How could they be so wilfully blind, even to the point of ignoring threats to themselves? As Vincente had said only moments before his death – the strange sail-less boat was real, and whoever had built it hated the Ship Kings and was determined to attack them. But no one here cared. And Dow could only hope – with a growing hatred of his own – that one day they would be made to pay for it.


  But now, on the opposite side of the hall, Carrasco was once again heaving his oily bulk upright.


  ‘My Lords, I thank my esteemed fellow king for unveiling the truth about Vincente’s mission to the north. It is my sad duty now to reveal the full extent of the conspiracy that has been thus unmasked. For although Dow Amber was aboard the boat that supposedly journeyed to the pole, he was not in command of that expedition. And although he doubtless was in league with the attackers at Stone Port, it was not he alone who convinced Captain Vincente that someone else was responsible. No – only a close advisor to the captain could do that, one of his own folk, included in his private councils.’


  And at last Dow saw how it was going to be – that the final and greatest lie was about to be told, and that it wouldn’t be about him at all. He glanced to Diego, and saw a hungry anticipation there. And Carrasco’s pious expression of regret masked a gleeful satisfaction.


  ‘Of whom do I speak? I speak of one that none of us would ever have before suspected. I speak of one with a hallowed role aboard the Chloe. I speak of the scapegoat girl, Ignella of the Cave.’


  The murmur that rose was different, Dow thought, to those previous; more disturbed, more genuinely surprised. Heads were craning to see something, and he turned too – then stared in shock.


  Nell was being led down onto the main floor by armed guards – but she was not as he had seen her only a short while ago. Then, sitting in the boat, she had been attired in her usual officer’s gear. But in the intervening period she had been reclothed – and not willingly, Dow was certain, for what she wore now was never something she would’ve worn by choice.


  It was a dress, but nothing like the only two others he’d ever seen her wear. Those garments had been plain in cut and severe in style, fully covering her arms and neck – but now her arms and neck were bare, and the dress itself was a clinging, silken, brazen thing of red and gold, dripping with jewels, and plunging openly from her shoulders.


  And her scars! Never, not even in those hours upon the volcano, had Dow seen them displayed so. They writhed about her arms and shoulders like a mass of snakes. But it was those revealed by the neckline of her dress, the scars about her collarbones, and about the swell of her breasts, that were the most shocking, for they were far larger and more livid than the others; great deep slashes in her skin. Dow even understood what they meant – that as she lay upon the razor-sharp floor of the cave, it was her torso that had borne most of her weight, and so bitten down most deeply upon the Ribbons.


  Appalled, he raised his eyes at last to meet hers. She was walking straight and proud between her guards, but he knew her well enough now to recognise the humiliation and fury that burned there.


  They placed her beside him in the dock, and Dow bowed his head a moment in shame. Not because of the insult of her dress, but because of his own mistrust – for the truth was he’d doubted her in these last days. Locked away in the Chloe’s brig, beset by a thousand uncertainties, he’d regretted the great secret he’d confessed upon the volcano’s slopes: the truth about his heritage. It had given Nell such a potent weapon against him. Dow had only to glance to the Great Hall’s ceiling – to the scene of his ancestor’s capture – to be reminded of how hated was the name Honous Tombs to the Ship Kings. Whatever her supposed crimes, Nell could surely have bought her freedom by unmasking him – and he had suspected her in his thoughts of doing exactly that. But obviously she hadn’t, for otherwise she would not be here, standing silent and defiant at his side.


  ‘This,’ denounced Carrasco in a booming voice, ‘is the greatest tragedy of the whole conspiracy: that one of our own – a treasured scapegoat, no less – could be seduced away to disloyalty, and work in league with our enemies. For this girl, too, would repeat the lies about Nadal that the other conspirators would spread to sow discord among us. What’s more, she thinks herself immune from all consequence of those lies. She deems herself secure, as a native Ship King, and as a scapegoat; for of course none may raise their hand against a scapegoat.


  ‘But, fellow Lords, I ask you, is she a scapegoat?’


  Dow stiffened in new alarm. What did Carrasco mean by that? Had he learned, somehow, of the true nature of Nell’s injuries? Dow had to force himself not to turn to her, then and there, to deny the implication out loud, for she would surely be thinking, in her own moment of doubt, that it was Dow who had betrayed her secret. For who else knew about it?


  ‘A shocking question, is it not,’ observed the king of Valdez. ‘But consider. Scapegoats, as we all know, occupy positions of immense privilege aboard our ships. They are trusted to behave with decorum and gravity. And because we make no distinction in the sex of our scapegoats, a special responsibility falls on those who happen to be female. For them is made the only exception against the general prohibition of women going to sea. And part of that exception is the understanding that they will not make of themselves a temptation to the crew, nor dally with any of the officers with whom they live in close quarters. So it has always been. A scapegoat, a female scapegoat, must above all things be honourable and chaste.’


  He paused to stare overtly at Nell, inviting the assembly to do the same, to consider her clinging dress, her exposed breasts. Dow felt both relief and revulsion. Carrasco did not know of Nell’s secret, so at least that shame was spared her. But otherwise the intention was clear …


  The king’s voice went low. ‘According to the reports of those who served on the Chloe, this Ignella has been anything but chaste. She has been known to wantonly display herself to crewmembers, and to wander the lower decks unaccompanied by any escort. It would have been bad enough if she had entangled herself with an officer – how much worse is it that she sought out only the lowest and most brutish of the seamen on board.’


  Again he paused to look her up and down, and Dow tasted bile through his anger. The hypocrisy of the man! Nell’s only involvement with anyone on the Chloe had been with Diego, Carrasco’s own nephew!


  Indeed, what was Diego himself making of this? Dow glanced across, but the lieutenant was gazing levelly at Nell with no more apparent interest than he would have shown in a complete stranger.


  It spoke of an immense hatred. Dow quite understood by now that it was to the new regime’s benefit to discredit Nell, because of the awkward truths she knew. But there were other ways it could have been done – and Diego could have spared her the worst, if he’d wanted.


  Instead, this attack, although voiced by his uncle, laid bare a hunger in Diego to wound Nell as deeply and personally as possible, to punish her for some terrible offence on her part. And Dow could think of only one offence terrible enough to invoke such rage; at some point since the pole, Nell must have rejected Diego and his marriage proposal, finally and utterly.


  ‘All this we might have been able to forgive,’ Carrasco concluded, ‘even if it meant accepting that she is unsuited to the role of scapegoat, and that she should be returned to her family. But it seems that in the end she went further than mere dalliances with lowly seamen. Instead, it seems that she has given her body, which is an unworthy act, and her loyalty, which is treachery, to this murdering youth with whom she now stands.’


  Outrage sounded from about the hall.


  Was it time for Dow to speak at last?


  To refute, at least, this one lie?


  He stared around the assembly once more – and noted in surprise that while the Castille and Valdez delegations were vociferous in their condemnation, not all the crowd was of a similar mood. Towards the rear of the hall, dignitaries from the lesser kingdoms sat watching in silence. There was something resisting and uncomfortable in their faces, it seemed to Dow – as if this shaming of a scapegoat was a step too far for them.


  Indeed, as he watched, a venerable figure rose there, shaking his head cholerically; one of the kings. His advisors sitting around him urged – in obvious alarm – that he should sit down again, but he waved them off and called, ‘High Chamberlain! High Chamberlain.’


  A surprised silence fell over the hall. On the dais, the high chamberlain glared at this unwelcome interjection, and said, ‘Your Majesty, King Felipe of Argive – there is something you wish to say?’


  ‘There most assuredly is!’ Felipe had none of the urbanity of Ferdinand, nor the authority of Carrasco. He was a haggard old man, red-faced – as if from too much wine – and with an evident temper. ‘I’ve taken this charade of a trial for just about as long as I can. Oh, what’s done is done, I know that, and there’s little we in Argive can do about it. I can’t stand in the way of history. And I’ll say nothing of Valignano’s absence from this assembly, indictment though that is. But this now … the mockery of this girl – it’s unnecessary!


  ‘What – I ask – has happened to this council? Where is its dignity? Where is its courtesy? And why is it me, and not the King of Othrace, who must make this protest.’ And here Felipe turned to glare to the partition next to the Valdez section, and at an impassive bald-headed king who was patently the monarch in question. ‘The girl is his subject, after all, and the daughter of one of Othrace’s most notable families. But there he sits, silent, in obedience no doubt to his Valdez overlords. Well, not I!’


  New shouts were sounding now, some in support of the objection, many against. Carrasco, Dow saw, was exchanging a meaningful look with his fellow king, Ferdinand, across the hall.


  ‘These two children are guilty, we’re told, ’ Felipe continued, ‘and maybe they are. Or maybe it has been arranged that way, so as not to embarrass others, especially those who hide behind the throne. So be it – but I will ask this. The Sea Lord, we are told, still rules. We are told that the succession has been peacefully arranged without coercion or treachery. Very well, let it be proved. I ask for the Sea Lord’s judgment on this matter – and I ask that his judgement be the final word. For does he not rule? Or do those who say he still rules lie? Have they made him their cipher? Or is he our sovereign still? Sea Lord? Will you answer me? What of the fate of these children?’


  ‘Yes,’ cried Carrasco quickly, ‘what of their fate, my Lord Ibanez? For of course the decision rests with you. You indeed rule here, as you always have. I can only find King Felipe’s accusations puzzling. For who has ever questioned your authority? Not I. So yes, my Lord, pass your judgement without fear of reprisal or retaliation. What reason for fear could there be, here upon your own ship? Tell us your ruling. Is it to be death for the New Islander, and Banishment for the scapegoat girl? Or is it not?’


  A tense silence now descended, the assembly recognising the crux that had suddenly been arrived at. How would the Sea Lord respond? Would he defy his new masters? Or would he remain cowed?


  The silence stretched out, Ibanez motionless in his chair, staring at his lap as if he had not even heard the question. In front of him his two heirs sat likewise unmoving in their thrones, their young faces smooth and somewhat bored. They did not, Dow was amazed to see, even seem to be aware that a struggle for power was happening right around them. Not that power was truly in doubt, for the Sea Lord had long since lost it. Even so, he could yet claim a small victory here, and in doing so embarrass those who had taken it from him.


  For an instant Dow dared to hope. But then Ibanez lifted his head, and all Dow saw was a frail old man who had lost all the certainties of his life; whose son was dead, and who had been roused at night from his own bed – in his secure palace, upon his invulnerable great ship – and then been manhandled and threatened by attackers he could not resist. Dow saw an old man who was afraid, and who had no reason or strength to fight his fear.


  The Sea Lord shook his head. ‘The sentence, of course, is death. As for the girl, she must go to Banishment.’


  And the sound that came from around the hall was half a hum of victory, and half a mutter of despair.


  ‘Take them below,’ ordered the high chamberlain.


  The marines advanced in response. Dow – knowing he must say something now, or never – waited only to glance at Nell, to see if she might speak before him. But she remained unprotesting. For an instant he wondered why, and then thought of her family, and the kinds of threats that might have been levelled at them, to ensure her silence.


  No such threats could be applied to Dow, for as far as the Ship Kings knew, he had no family, other than the dead Nathaniel. And as the guards seized him, he knew suddenly what he must say. Amid so many lies he could not hope to counter with the truth. There was no time to explain it all, and no one would believe him anyway. Instead, he told a lie of his own, the one lie that might yet make a difference, and he told it to the one person who might yet – if given a good enough reason – save Dow’s life, and Nell’s name.


  ‘Sea Lord,’ cried Dow, ‘your son is alive!’


  There were swift shouts of fury from the Valdez and Castille partitions, and the marines immediately grappled at Dow’s mouth and began to drag him away – but not before he had the satisfaction of seeing Ibanez’s head jerk up, to glance piercingly his way.


  ‘Nadal lives!’ Dow managed to get out, his eyes locked with the Sea Lord’s. ‘I have proof of it!’


  Then a gag was jammed in his mouth, and through the tumult he was lifted off his feet and carted away below.
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  14. THE BLACKSMITH’S SECRET


  Dow formed no clear impression of the location of the Twelfth Kingdom’s brig, only that it was set somewhere deep below the palace. He was hauled down many stairs, and at length they passed beneath an upraised iron grate to arrive in a dark passageway – posted at each end with armed guards – off which opened many stout wooden doors. Dow’s escorts opened one of these and shoved him through into a square cell; he had only moments to glance around before the door slammed behind him and blackness unrelieved dropped like a blindfold.


  For a time Dow merely stood, panting in the darkness. Then, too full yet of anger and hopelessness to sit down, he began to pace out the boundaries of his prison, groping blindly with his hands. The cell, he discovered, was about eight feet square in total, and apart from a thin mattress on the floor, and a bucket, was quite without adornment; a larger cell, actually, than he had endured upon the Chloe, but one much darker, and much more final.


  A death cell, in fact.


  But no, Dow would not allow himself to think about that, not yet. He turned his mind to his friends. Were they here too? He knocked experimentally on one of the walls. When a tapping came back he called out, and was heartened to hear, faint through the thick timbers but unmistakable, Johannes calling back, and Nicky too. They all shouted a few more times, but it was difficult to understand each other, and in any case there came a sharp rap on Dow’s door, and an order from a guard to be silent.


  Dow paused a while, then knocked on the opposite wall. No tap came in reply, and Dow didn’t shout, but the silence from the other cell did not seem to him to be an empty silence. He felt strangely convinced that Nell was in there, only a few feet from him, refusing to answer.


  But what did it matter, even if she was there? It might as well be several miles as several feet. The same applied to Johannes and Nicky. None of them could help each other. Even if Dow could somehow break down his cell door, there was the iron grate waiting at the end of the passage, not to mention the marines on guard, and of course, the entire five-thousand-strong crew of the Twelfth Kingdom. No, there was no hope of escape.


  Dow cast himself down and sat staring at the darkness, suddenly very tired. A long, slow time passed, his thoughts dulled and drifting. There was nothing to see, and little even to hear. Sounds reached him only dimly through the thick walls; the slow tread of the guards patrolling the passageway, and an occasional muted comment when they spoke to each other. Otherwise all was quiet. In the Chloe’s brig there had still been all the normal creaks and clatters of a ship at sea – but not here. So vast and solid was the Twelfth Kingdom that he might have been in some stone dungeon buried deep in the earth.


  No, there was no hope at all of escape.


  The only hope was rescue.


  It was rescue, Dow realised eventually, that he was listening for as he sat in the blackness. Almost unconsciously, his ears were attuned to every small sound, trying to divine if, against all odds, someone was coming for him – if his lie to the Sea Lord had had the effect that he’d hoped. Ibanez obviously did not dare defy his new masters for his own sake – but would he dare it for the sake of his son, for the chance that Nadal still lived?


  It was a fanciful notion, Dow knew, a desperate last folly. But he had nothing else to cling to, and so he listened.


  No sign came. The hours stretched out, unmeasurable in the dark. How many had passed since the door slammed shut? Was it even still the same day? Or was it night now? And if it was night, was it his last night? Did they mean to execute him at dawn? And how would they do it? Would he be shot? Or hung? Or killed some other horrible way? He’d been told nothing ...


  At some point he may have slept, although it was hard to tell, for there was no difference between having his eyes closed or open. But all the while his ears were pricked for some hopeful sound, until finally from the strain he began to hear phantom noises, like far-off laughter, and footsteps running, and for a while he was certain that someone somewhere was singing … but as soon as he turned his attention to any of these sounds, they ceased.


  And so when he first heard, from far away, a faint but booming report, he could not quite trust his own ears. Had he dozed, and only dreamed it? He listened in the ringing silence. For a time indeed there was nothing, but then it came again, reverberating through the decks.


  Cannon fire. From the Twelfth Kingdom’s own guns.


  Dow fought down a surge of excitement. Perhaps it was just a ceremonial firing, to mark sunset or dawn or some other ordinary occasion. But no, louder now, there came a rapid fusillade of detonations, unmistakably an entire broadside. The capital ship’s guns were firing in anger. And nearer to hand – in the passage beyond the door of his cell, and from the decks above – there came a flurry of raised voices and hurried footsteps.


  Dow climbed to his feet, listening raptly. The cannon fire continued, a crackling tattoo that scaled upwards in volume as more and more of the Twelfth Kingdom’s guns joined in, until it seemed that the full one thousand must be engaged. It was a battle, there could be no doubt anymore. But who was it between? Was this yet another of the Ship Kings’ own fleets come to seize control of the capital vessel, a fleet still loyal perhaps to the Sea Lord, here to overthrow the usurpers? The fleet of Valignano, maybe? But what chance would it stand against the combined armadas of Valdez and Castille?


  The firing did not abate. Dow paced back and forth. How maddening it was, to be locked away in ignorance at such a time. Nevertheless, his spirits only rose the longer the battle continued. Anyone who was an enemy of those aboard the Twelfth Kingdom, Dow surely had to count as his friends, and it seemed that these friends were unrelenting in pressing their assault.


  Johannes knocked on the cell wall and called to Dow. His muffled words were lost in the din, but it sounded as if the blacksmith shared Dow’s exhilaration. Dow laughed and hammered on the wall in return. It did occur to him that they shouldn’t really be laughing, for locked away as they were, they would drown if the Twelfth Kingdom was sunk in the battle. But then he laughed again. Not all the cannon shot in the world could sink the capital ship. It would float if holed a thousand times and more.


  Then a different sound intruded over the cannon fire, shocking because it was so much closer by.


  Musket fire.


  A rattle of shots came, followed by yells and screams – at first from a short distance off, then from right outside Dow’s cell. There were more shots, and a loud groan, and something heavy falling. And then, as Dow stared unbelieving, a key rattled, and his door swung open. An orange light poured in, and outlined in the doorway stood a marine, his musket held in one hand, still smoking at the barrel. ‘Dow Amber?’ he enquired.


  Dow nodded numbly. The marine stepped back and another figure took his place, bent and ancient and robed in finery.


  Ibanez, the Sea Lord.


  The old man ignored the body of a guard that lay dead and bloodied on the passage floor – his rheumy eyes, brimming with sadness, saw only Dow. ‘I will ask you once. Does my son truly live?’


  Dow did not hesitate; he knew that having lied this much, and having achieved the miracle, he must lie no more. ‘No, sir.’


  The Sea Lord’s head fell, and one withered hand tightened in seeming anger upon the doorframe.


  Dow hastened to add, ‘But he did not die in the ice of the north. That I know for certain.’


  Ibanez lifted his head once more, and glanced behind him, as if suddenly aware of their situation. ‘Hurry – tell me what it is that you know. The ship, as you hear, is under attack. The tumult has given me and those loyal to me this chance to reach you, but our time may be short.’


  ‘But who is attacking?’


  ‘A strange fleet – from where it comes or to who it belongs I do not know or care anymore. Only tell me of my son!’


  So Dow – fighting his impatience – told as quickly as he could the full story of Nadal and the lost fleet.


  ‘I hear the truth of it,’ groaned Ibanez, when Dow was done. ‘I’d almost hoped that your tale would indeed be all falsehood, as Carrasco and Ferdinand claim. But I believe you. And what a cruel honesty, that you would save my son from the Ice only to condemn him to an even slower death in the Doldrums. How could he be so foolish as to think the Barrier might be breached? Ah … but he always gave too ready an ear to dreamers who spoke of the southern reaches of the globe, and the wonders to be found there …’


  ‘Sir,’ Dow interrupted, his ear to the frenzy of the cannon fire, ‘what do you intend to do with me now?’


  The old man sighed. ‘Tell me one last thing – did you kill my loyal friend, Captain Vincente?’


  ‘No. He died in the battle with the fleet of Castille and Valdez. He did not fire first. They were waiting in ambush, and attacked him.’


  Ibanez nodded, as if this only confirmed a known truth. He straightened with sad dignity. ‘Then I’ll not punish you for deceiving me about Nadal. I suspected it to be a deception – but as you no doubt hoped, I had to be certain. In any case, I have no authority to punish anyone anymore. You’ve seen how I’ve fallen. But this much I can still do. I can set you free from this brig. Whether you can escape this ship is another matter.’


  ‘Sir, my Twin Island friends are in the next cell. And Ignella – the scapegoat girl – is also here, I think. They too are unjustly condemned.’


  Ibanez nodded, and gestured to his marines. There were eight of them spread along the passage, loyal to the Sea Lord, it seemed, to the very death. ‘Open the doors. They are no enemies of mine.’


  Johannes and Nicky were released first. The normally stoic blacksmith seemed unaccountably excited, even beyond the fact of being so suddenly freed. ‘Sea Lord,’ he demanded eagerly, ‘did I hear you describe the fleet that attacks now as a strange fleet?’


  Ibanez considered him. ‘You did. It consists of ships unlike any I have seen before. They are certainly not of the design of our own shipyards. And they have launched curious weapons.’


  Johannes’s eyes blazed. ‘It’s begun at last,’ he said to his apprentice. Then he turned to Dow. ‘We must get off this ship.’


  Dow nodded, not understanding the blacksmith’s fervour, but agreeing with the fact – they could not stay on the Twelfth Kingdom. The marines meanwhile had opened the door on the other side of Dow’s cell – and to Dow’s unsurprise Nell stepped silently forth. The dress in which she had been displayed was gone – perhaps its true owner had wanted it back – replaced by her usual gear. But anger still radiated from her.


  ‘We have to go,’ Dow said.


  ‘Go where?’ she asked coldly. ‘And how? Or will you swim all the way to your home, New Islander?’


  It was not a question he’d expected, logical though it was. Why was she angry at him? He wasn’t the one who’d humiliated her and thrown her into a cell – he’d secured her release! But there was no gratitude in her, let alone anything more. Dow found it impossible just then to believe the kiss between them had ever happened.


  But Johannes said, ‘If we can get clear of this monstrosity and make our way to the attacking fleet, we’ll be picked up, I promise.’ Everyone, the Sea Lord included, stared at him in amazement, but the blacksmith addressed only Dow. ‘Trust me! I don’t have time to explain it all – only come with me and you’ll see soon enough.’


  Dow turned to the Sea Lord. ‘Sir, is there some way off your ship other than the main hatchways?’ Hatchways, Dow had not forgotten, which opened directly off the gun decks – currently firing.


  Ibanez nodded. ‘There is a private dock in the stern.


  My personal launch is kept there – although it has been held under lock and key, I’m told, since the coup. But smaller boats are stowed there as well.’


  ‘Can one of your men show us the way?’


  Ibanez nodded, then commanded two of the waiting marines. ‘Take them there – and give them any aid you can.’


  ‘Sea Lord,’ said Johannes, his round face troubled and yet resolute, ‘this is not a warning I should give, but I owe you this much debt at least for freeing Nicky and me. If this attack is what I think it is, then the Twelfth Kingdom may not survive. You should flee.’


  Ibanez laughed. ‘Not survive? This ship may be captured – who knows it better than I – but destroyed? Never.’


  Nell suddenly spoke. ‘My Lord, what of Axay?’


  Ibanez stared at her, his laughter gone.


  ‘Does Axay yet live?’ Nell pressed softly.


  The Sea Lord shook his head, tears brightening in his eyes. ‘On the night of my overthrow …’ He faltered, then recovered himself. ‘The usurpers, you see, required some means to bend me to their will. They knew they could not injure me in person, for I must be able afterwards to appear before the Lords with no sign of violence upon me. Nor do I have any family they could threaten. Nadal is gone; my wife is long passed away. That left only Axay, who I have known and loved since I was a child. They … they wheeled in the chair, and tore off the curtain … and Axay could not … they tortured …’


  He couldn’t go on. But Nell, pale with suppressed fury, was insistent. ‘So Axay died that same night?’


  ‘No,’ whispered the Sea Lord. ‘They did not even mean to kill, I think, only to inflict pain, so that I would be forced to witness it. And Axay indeed still lived when I surrendered, and signed the papers they wanted me to sign. But Axay was not as other folk are, and they did not understand the damage they’d done. My scapegoat lingered another month in agony, but then …’


  Nell took a steadying breath, as if to push the outrage away, for – as Dow understood suddenly – her concern was not Axay’s death in itself. ‘And no new scapegoat has been appointed since?’


  ‘None so far. All Great Island is being scoured in search of one who’s afflictions might be the equal of Axay’s – but no one yet has been found. In my heart, I believe there is no such a one. The line is broken.’


  ‘Then beware, Lord,’ said Nell, ‘and do not dismiss the blacksmith’s warning lightly, or trust too much in the strength of the Twelfth Kingdom – for without a scapegoat, this is now a ship that is unprotected from defeat, or from any other disaster fate may have in store for it.’


  Johannes added, ‘And this is an attack unlike any other.’


  Ibanez stood in startled reverie for a time, then slowly drew himself up. ‘If that is so, Twin Islander, then it’s all the more reason I should stay. A shadow of a Sea Lord I may be now, but I am the true Sea Lord, the last of my dynasty, and this is my ship. I will not abandon it.’


  Nell stirred, a deep reluctance in her eyes. ‘My Lord, perhaps if I served, just for a time …’


  Reading the impulse in her, Dow shook his head. ‘No. You can’t do it. You can’t stay here.’


  Ibanez smiled gently. ‘He’s right, child. You are not Axay nor of Axay’s ilk – though it is a noble offer. But in any case, Valdez and Castille would never tolerate you as scapegoat here, even as a temporary measure. They would destroy you. Your fate lies elsewhere. So go, save yourself if you can. In fact, I command it.’ He nodded again to his marines. ‘Take them. Now.’
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  And so they went – Dow and Johannes and Nicky, with Nell following behind – led by the two marines. Dow’s last sight of the Sea Lord was a glance back as they passed beneath the raised grill. The old man was bent sadly to inspect the dead man at his feet – one of three slain prison guards that lay in the passage – while his own guards waited patiently. Then Dow and the others rounded a corner, and their race to escape began.


  The marines led them quickly and surely, first up two flights of stairs, and then along many dim passageways, lit only by lamps. The sounds of the battle grew louder. They were still below the level of the gun decks, but they began to encounter sailors dashing this way and that, and also some bearing wounded men to the ship’s surgeons. No one took any notice of Dow and the others. The air was one of disorder and alarm.


  On they ran, down corridor after corridor, past dormitories and storerooms and kitchens, and sick bays where men screamed and where surgeons raised bloody hacksaws. And now smoke could be smelled in the passageways, and the acrid scent of gunpowder.


  At last the marines led them up another flight of stairs, and they emerged to the open spaces of the lowest of the great gun decks, squarely amidships. It was dark even here, so Dow knew finally that it must be night outside. And now the cannon fire was deafening, booming from both left and right, but in the gloom and haze Dow could still not see the cannon themselves, let alone the ocean beyond, or the state of the fighting.


  Powder boys and gunners and junior officers darted about through the smoke, toting shot and powder, or calling hoarse orders, but in all the chaos none of them hindered Dow’s party. They hurried towards the stern once more, angling sideways as well, until at last the deck’s rear bulkhead loomed through the haze. A hatchway opened there, and a stairway led downwards again into darkness. ‘The dock lies below,’ yelled the first marine.


  But Dow and the others slowed, for the smoke here thinned a little, and now the cannon along this one side of the deck were visible, a seemingly endless row of them extending away forward to vanish again in the murk. Gun crews were busy loading and firing in constant thunder, the sound and stench terrific. But between the last gun emplacement and the stern bulkhead, there was an opening in the hull, a window that gave direct view to the ocean. Irresistibly drawn, despite the protests of the marines, Dow, and Johannes and Nicky behind him, went to the window and looked out upon the battle.


  The hour was nearing dawn. A blue-black sky hung over the field, dark with clouds, and made even darker by the flare and flash of the conflict beneath. Smoke rolled across the Millpond in great billows, and moving in stately hostility amid the smoke, their sails fully set in the slow airs, were the ships of the opposing fleets.


  Many were already burning, or wrecked and adrift, and the fleets themselves were intermingled and disordered by battle. But despite the confusion, Dow saw even in his first glance that this was indeed no civil engagement of Ship Kings against Ship Kings. The vessels defending the Twelfth Kingdom were all too familiar to him – some twenty or thirty of them, flying the flags of Valdez and Castille – but the attacking warships, which numbered no fewer, were unlike any he had ever seen.


  At Dow’s side, Johannes was fairly hopping with excitement, and Nicky, who rarely even smiled, was grinning madly. ‘Do you see?’ cried the blacksmith. ‘Do you see, Dow Amber? The moment has come at last. We strike, and we strike hard!’


  Dow stared. ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Those ships come from my homeland, Red Island and Whale. They are Twin Islanders out there!’


  In disbelief, Dow looked to the ships, then back to Johannes. ‘Twin Islanders? But how—?’


  Laughing, Johannes shook his head. ‘The tale is a long one – too long for now. Suffice to say that we have for many years been building a fleet in secret. For decades. To challenge the rule of the Ship Kings. The attack on Stone Port was a first test. But now real battle is joined.’


  Dow didn’t know what to say; this was a revelation that raised so many questions and objections in him it was impossible to start with just one. Nor was there time. Inquiries and explanations must wait for later. For now, the battle itself demanded all his attention.


  He stared again over the field. A first it seemed to him that for all Johanne’s jubilation, the Twin Island ships were in fact no match for the Ship Kings vessels. They were as large, if not larger, than their opponents, but they possessed only one gun deck apiece, and they were slow – great, fat bellied craft that moved in cumbersome deliberation, with squat masts and thick rigging and blunt bows. The Ship Kings craft, swifter and lighter, were sailing circles about them, like hunting dogs herding helpless beasts.


  And yet the longer he watched, the more Dow realised that the Twin Islanders were holding their own.


  The Ship Kings might blaze at will at the massive hulls of the Twin Island vessels, but their broadsides seemed to do little damage. Nor could the Ship Kings sweep the Twin Islander decks with lethal fire, for the Twin Island crews were shielded all around by high gunwales. And so stout were the masts and sails of the Twin Island vessels, that even barrages of Ship Kings grapeshot were causing less havoc there than they might.


  These new ships, Dow finally understood, weren’t built for attack at all. They were built for defence. Their purpose was to hold their positions and withstand whatever might be thrown at them for long enough to enable their true weapons to be launched – and those weapons, many already in the water, were stunningly recognisable to Dow.


  Boats. Long, low boats that slid over the sea without aid of sail or oar. Boats that moved, as if by magic, all on their own. Dow and Vincente had glimpsed just one such craft on the night of the burning of Stone Port. But here were thirty at least, just in this single span of the battle.


  It was like seeing a ghost – many ghosts – revealed in full daylight. Even as Dow watched, another was being lowered from one of the Twin Island ships, just as a cutter might be launched – except that it was larger than a cutter, and sharper in the bow, like a sea-borne dagger. It hit the water with a splash and within moments was pulling away, a white wake frothing behind it.


  They were attack craft of some kind. They bore no cannon or muskets on their open decks – but their intent was clearly offensive. And so swiftly did they advance, and so lithely did they steer, there was nothing the Ship Kings warships could do to interfere with them.


  And one question, at least, Dow had to ask, whether there was time or not. ‘How do they move?’ he demanded of Johannes. ‘What propels them?’


  The blacksmith laughed again. ‘Oil, my friend. Refined whale oil – that most precious of oils, collected jealously through the years – burnt in mechanisms of iron. I cannot hope to explain it – not to one so ignorant of metal work as are you. But watch now. In the Stone Port attack these boats were used merely as swift transports to ferry the mines to the harbour’s mouth – it was swimmers who attached them to the ships. But here the boats will perform their truer tasks. Note the iron rams on their bows. And see – there one goes!’


  Johannes was pointing out across the water. One of the boats had locked on to a battleship as its target, and was making a run directly for the ship’s midriff. In reply, the Ship Kings craft was letting loose a continuous cannonade, but the shots were sailing high. The gunners, seemingly, could not lower their aim fast enough.


  Dow noted the prow of the boat. It was long and black and sharp, extending some way underwater, and sited behind it on the boat’s foredeck was a collection of barrel-shaped things, bound by ropes.


  Dow had seen those barrels once before.


  At full speed, the boat slammed into the battleship’s side, the ram plunging deep and cruel into the vitals of the hull. The men on the boat, having braced themselves against the impact, now worked hurriedly at fittings near the prow, loosening them. In moments, the ram broke clean away from the rest of the craft, which proceeded, by the power of its mysterious propulsion, to reverse off from the ship, froth churning at its stern.


  The ram was left embedded in the battleship’s heart. But the hole it had made was not the worst it could do. For the barrels had remained behind with the ram, and they were now held hard up against the hull. Dow found he was counting under his breath. Any instant now—


  Whump.


  Fire roared up and out, engulfing the battleship’s side.


  ‘Ha!’ cried Johannes.


  They could win, Dow thought wildly. This impossible fleet, with its impossible attack boats, might actually beat the Ship Kings! The battleship was a wall of flame now, veering away in a drift as flames roared up through its rigging. Men were diving overboard.


  But then another flash caught Dow’s eye, and this time it was one of the Twin Island ships that was suddenly roaring up, ablaze. It was under attack from three Ship Kings frigates, each thundering away with a kind of shot that was new to Dow – one that burst into flames upon contact, especially in the rigging. The Ship Kings too, it seemed, understood the power of fire.


  Johannes was nodding, watching the same thing. ‘Aye, I thought they’d bring out the incendiary shot soon enough. The Ship Kings scarcely use it when they war with each other, for in those battles they want the other ship intact as a prize. But this is a battle to the death.’


  ‘Look!’ cried Nicky, in rare voice, pointing.


  Through the smoke, and much nearer to the Twelfth Kingdom, a flotilla of the deadly boats had appeared, as dark and swift as sharks. There might have been ten in all, spread out line abreast.


  They were advancing directly for the capital ship.


  There came a frenzy of shouts along the gun deck, and a scramble among the gunners to lower their sights. A fusillade fired off, a rending thunder, and the waters about the boats shattered into white foam. Most of the shots were too high, but Dow saw a rake of grapeshot catch one of the boats squarely. The men on its narrow deck had little protection – only some framework about the wheel, amidships – and their bodies seem to writhe and fall apart in a horrible, invisible hail. The boat veered off its course, a flicker of flame appeared, and then, with a whump, the whole thing exploded.


  But nine boats still came on. A second broadside swept the deck of another of them, and likewise annihilated its crew – Dow could only marvel at men who dared stand upright on such exposed platforms, with nothing but speed and agility to protect them – but then it was too late. The remaining eight boats, their line slightly staggered now, ploughed one by one into the Twelfth Kingdom’s side.


  Dow had leant from his window to see down to the waterline, twenty feet below, and the first of the attackers hit almost directly beneath him, with a thudding screech of metal and an awful splintering of wood and nicre. He waited only to witness the ram detaching and the boat withdrawing, then he ducked out of harm’s way. The explosion when it came drowned out the cannon fire, and it was echoed by similar explosions all along the ship. Suddenly wounded men were screaming and fire was raging upon the gun deck.


  The two marines shouted at Dow, furious at the delay – and they were right. It was more than time to depart. The Twelfth Kingdom was immune, perhaps, to sinking, but not to burning. Dow rose, and with Johannes and Nicky following, made for the hatchway and the stairs.


  But where was Nell?


  There. She was at the window Dow had just left, staring aghast at the carnage even as flames rose to block the view. She seemed paralysed, deaf to his shouts, so Dow ran to her, clutched her shoulder and spun her around. ‘The fire will take hold – we have to go!’


  Her eyes could not seem to focus on him. ‘With the Twin Islanders? But they’re the enemy. You’re the enemy.’


  ‘Enemy or friend, we’ll all burn! Come on!’


  And dragging her by the arm, he led her down the stairs in pursuit of the others. Choking smoke billowed, and after the brightness of the fire they stumbled blindly in the lower passages. But Dow could hear Johannes shouting ahead, and eventually they reeled from the haze onto a narrow deck that was open to the grey pre-dawn light.


  They had reached a strange part of the ship; a walkway that ran traversely, almost at water level, right across the Twelfth Kingdom’s stern, giving access to the steering gear of the four great rudders. Hurrying along this walkway now between mighty chains and cables, they came at last to a platform that was sheltered between the central two of the rudders, and which reached down in stages to the waterline; the Sea Lord’s private dock.


  Such a landing place could not have existed on any normal ship, but the size and slowness of the Twelfth Kingdom, and the placid waters of the Millpond, made it possible. They leapt down onto the platform, and ran to its edge. The dock boasted many rings and bollards to which a boat might be tied, but there were no boats. Dow stared out at the ocean. Would they have to swim for it? The din of the fire was rising from behind.


  But the two marines had gone to a great set of doors that overlooked the landing. The doors were locked, but hammering at the bolts with their muskets, they soon managed to swing them open. Within lay a cavernous chamber – a boatshed. At its centre stood a large and canopied vessel that Dow could only assume was the royal launch. It was chained tightly to the floor, and there was no time to free it, but that didn’t matter; on either hand were many smaller boats, cutters and the like, lying free.


  In moments Dow and Johannes and Nicky had chosen one and dragged it down to the water. The two marines stood by uncertainly – but then there came an explosive roar from the decks above, and smoke belched down among the steering gear. That decided them. They took a second boat and slid it to the water in preparation for their own escape.


  Nicky and Johannes were already aboard and running out the oars – but Nell, Dow saw, was hanging back again, staring up to the stern battlements that arched overhead here, their cannon firing still.


  ‘Nell!’ he cried.


  Johannes echoed him. ‘By all the seas, girl, hurry. Once we’re away I can signal one of our ships – they’ll know I’m a Twin Islander and pick us up. It’s your only hope of escaping your own people.’


  Nell turned then, a strange smile on her face. She said to Johannes, ‘But that’s just it. They are my own people. And your people are your people, not mine. I’m their enemy. I can’t go with you.’


  ‘You can’t stay here!’ Dow contended.


  Her gaze was calm. ‘I won’t. I’ll go with the marines. We can escape the fire, and one of our own ships will pick us up eventually.’


  ‘But they’ll be Valdez and Castille ships. You won’t be safe with them. They’re the ones who want you in prison.’


  She took a step closer to him, earnest. ‘That’s exactly why I can’t go. I can’t leave my own folk in the hands of fools like Carrasco and Ferdinand – especially now, if there’s to be a war with the Twin Isles. There are still plenty of people who are loyal to the old order in their hearts. With their help I can make my way to a friendly refuge. Not Othrace – but Valignano maybe. I hear that Benito is in rebellion and has blockaded Haven Diaz, refusing to acknowledge the new regime. He’ll take me in. And from there I can help spread the truth about what really happened – here, and in the Ice.’


  It was reasoning that Dow could not dispute. What fate awaited her, after all, if she escaped with him into Twin Island custody? She was a Ship King, the very folk the Twin Islanders were attacking. What could they do but lock her away? And yet he had assumed so completely that she would come with him, he was shocked now by the bite of his disappointment.


  He said, ‘Watch out for Diego. He won’t be satisfied with what they did to you in the Lords. I saw his face. He still means you harm.’


  ‘And you. Me, he only wants shamed. You, he wants dead.’ She smiled sadly. ‘Poor lonely Diego – I had no desire to hurt him, truly, but I just couldn’t bind myself to him. Not after all I’ve seen.’ Her smile faded, and she regarded Dow with the same disarming nakedness as during their time on the volcano. ‘You’re the one to blame for that, Dow Amber. Diego will have wealth and command, yes, but what is any of that to me? It’s only the sea I’ve ever craved, and he will never know the sea, no matter how long he sails upon it. Not in his heart. But you – the sea is open to you. It has chosen you.’


  Dow found that his hands were on her face, and her hands were on his, pressing them to her scars.


  ‘See,’ she said, ‘even now you are plucked yet again from captivity and threat of death – yet again, fate has revealed itseld. You are important, Dow Amber. You are marked in some way, and the fortunes of the world turn about you. As do my own, it seems.’


  And all in a flash Dow felt it, as if he was a hub around which vast forces whirled, forces against which he was powerless himself and yet which filled him with power over others. He was aware suddenly of his own limbs, the strength of them, the readiness in them for the ordeals that lay ahead. He felt the same strength and readiness in Nell, as if they were fused together by their touch; the same power, the same importance …


  A vision took shape, the future hovering just beyond Dow’s sight, a shadow of two figures entwined at the centre; a twin focus, he and her, with lines of fate writhing about the two of them.


  It was wonderful, and right. Ah, but there was darkness too, held in that future. And pain. And terrible grief.


  A true scapegoat you will become …


  Then the vision was gone.


  He said, ‘We’ve both been marked, I think.’


  Her hands tightened on his. ‘Time will tell – time, and this war that has just begun, for we will stand on opposite sides of it. But fate won’t be cheated. If it’s mean to be between us, then it’s meant to be.’


  Dow had to grin, but at the same time he lowered his hands – they had lingered long enough, it was time to flee. He turned away, then looked back. ‘Poor Diego? After what he did to you? That dress?’


  The old fierceness flashed in her eyes. ‘Oh, he’ll get his. By all that’s afloat, I swear that much. But for now – go!’


  Dow spun away again. With a leap he was aboard the boat, manning the tiller while Johannes and Nicky worked the oars.


  They slid smoothly out between the great rudders. Glancing back, Dow saw that Nell was safely aboard with the marines, and that they too were pulling clear. But then a thick cloud of smoke rolled down from the Twelfth Kingdom, and by the time it lifted again, the two boats were far apart, set off in opposite directions in search of their respective allies.


  [image: 9781743432488_0379_001]


  15. EBB TIDE


  Out upon the Millpond the battle was all but done. Everywhere ships were burning or sinking amid the bitter smoke, and the survivors were limping apart, exhausted. In any case, further fighting was meaningless, now that the Twelfth Kingdom itself was in flames.


  The great vessel was doomed, that much was obvious to Dow as soon as they had rowed far enough out to look back at it properly. Most of its stern quarter was already engulfed. On the lower decks flames were streaming out from hundreds of gun ports in hungry tongues that licked fifty feet high, and on the main deck the stern masts had ignited and all their sails and rigging were writhing in vast infernos. The roaring was like a hurricane wind, and smoke rose in a thunder cloud – a storm mass riven with internal whirlwinds and fury, but which was almost undisturbed by the gentler winds of the wider world, so that it built and built upon itself, titanic in the sky.


  It was a funeral pyre, Dow thought, as great as that of Stone Port or Lonsmouth. A pyre that would be visible for miles across the ocean. Even far to the north across the Millpond, upon the southern coast of Great Island, people would see it rising, and wonder.


  He found that tears were blurring his vision. He didn’t know why. He should have been glad. He was glad. Nevertheless, it was the death of something – an age, a belief, a dream, he couldn’t say. He didn’t know what he felt. He blinked to clear his eyes, and then saw tiny shapes leaping from the many decks of the capital ship into the waters far below.


  The Twelfth Kingdom was being abandoned.


  Dow watched, dispassionate now. Most of those leaping overboard would survive, he thought. The seas were calm and warm, and vessels of the Ship Kings fleet, having finished with the battle, were already converging upon the disaster, launching boats to rescue those in the water. And that was good, for Dow wished no special harm to the great ship’s crew; not the common seaman and gunners and palace servants.


  He wasn’t so sure, however, about the kings and dignitaries of the Lords of the Fleet – at least, not Carrasco and Ferdinand and their like. Had they still been on board when the attack began? Had Diego? It was viciously pleasant to think that they might all be trapped now by the destruction. But Dow knew it was unlikely. The Twelfth Kingdom was beyond saving maybe, but it was vast still, and could not burn all in an instant – its forward half was as yet untouched by flame. Most who wanted to escape would surely have the time to do so.


  But what of Ibanez?


  The Sea Lord had vowed that he would not abandon his ship. Dow lifted his gaze to the palace. It stood proud and tall and unburnt yet, its great brazen dome flaring golden and orange in the terrible light. An image came to Dow, of the old man climbing slowly up through the many stories of his fortress, to reach the uppermost chamber beneath the dome, his private audience, where he’d sat with Vincente and Dow, months before.


  But the windows that had then all been closed would be open now, displaying the ocean as it reached away in every direction, and Ibanez would turn from window to window, from south to east to north to west and back to the south again – the direction in which his lost son had sailed – contemplating one last time the empire that was, or had been, his. But then flames would begin to lick at the glass, and smoke to obscure the view, and from below would come a great groaning as fires ate at vast supporting timbers. Ibanez would stand calmly and regally, nonetheless, of that Dow was sure. But in the end he, and the dome, would fall in ruin.


  Dow came back to himself. Smoke was thickening in the lower airs now, and the capital ship was only a giant shadow through the haze, a black mountain that roared with a red leaping glow.


  He turned away. He and Johannes and Nicky had their own survival to think of. An ashy slick was spreading about the boat, and wreckage floated everywhere, but forward over the bow the air was clearer, and dawn was growing in the sky. Dow could see that the Twin Island ships were gathering into an ordered fleet once more, a mile perhaps off to the west, lifting the last of their now ram-less boats back on board. He steered a course directly for them. As soon as the ships were in range Johannes had only to call and identify himself, then he and Dow and Nicky would be likewise lifted to safety.


  And then …?


  Yes, what then? What had taken place here this morning? Had they won, the Twin Islanders? And won what?


  Dow looked back to the pyre of the Twelfth Kingdom, and the rescuers circling mournfully about it. The Twin Islanders had certainly scored a great victory, to destroy the capital vessel. And yet, for all its size and splendour, the Twelfth Kingdom was but a single craft. It was not, in itself, the Ship Kings empire, nor the source of their power. That power lay in their fleets, in their several hundreds of ships, and by Dow’s count only a fraction of those had been here today. Most indeed remained berthed in their home ports, forbidden – by very order of the new regime – from attending the Lords council.


  And of those vessels in the actual battle, the Twin Islanders had sunk many, to be sure – but they had lost just as many themselves. And while the Ship Kings had whole armadas still in reserve, what of the Twin Islanders? Dow could not imagine how they had constructed their secret fleet in the first place – when the Ship Kings ruled and watched everywhere – but did they have yet more ships hidden somewhere? Did they have enough to fight the deadly conflict that must now follow? For the Ship Kings would be furious beyond reason at their loss, and they would not rest until it was avenged.


  No, Dow decided, a battle had been won here, but no more than a battle. The greater struggle had only just begun.


  He turned forward again. The Twin Island fleet was nearer now. Johannes was shouting to them, and waving his arm.


  Dow sighed, almost in puzzlement. It was as Nell had said; fate had chosen yet again that he should live, despite being destined for death. For a second time he had been plucked from imprisonment by an attack upon his captors, first in Stone Port, and now here – and both times it was the Twin Islanders who had saved him. Unwittingly, he was sure, for in neither case could they have known anything particular of him or his plight.


  So what would they do with him now? Johannes would doubtless speak up for him; nevertheless, it was an unknown. They might not look fondly upon New Islanders. After all, they had made their first attack not upon the Ship Kings, but upon the hapless folk of Stone Port and Lonsmouth. Why had that been? Had they not cared about the innocent dead?


  Dow supposed he would learn the truth soon enough. Ahead, the Twin Island fleet had seen them, and one of the strange boats was now slicing its way towards them to investigate, the men on its deck staring in curiosity.


  That was another question – how did these amazing craft work? And how could they be made of iron, when Commander Fidel had said that iron could never survive in salt water? But those answers, too, Dow knew, would come in time. Right now he was almost too tired and numbed with shock to care.


  Johannes and Nicky had stopped rowing. They drifted, waiting the last short while for the boat to reach them. The blacksmith and his apprentice were now staring back at the fiery mass that was the Twelfth Kingdom, chatting animatedly about its destruction, but Dow in his weariness found his gaze drifting to the sky above. A pale patch of blue had opened there, achingly clear and pure compared to the fire and smoke all about, and he stared into it hungrily, craving its emptiness.


  Then he saw a speck of white, circling against the blue, high, high up – a shape with wings outspread, tiny because it was so high, but moving with the majesty of immense size and strength, wheeling in great arcs back and forth, lit white by a sunrise that had not yet reached the sea below. Dow had no way to be sure, but he was sure nonetheless; the white bird was no ordinary gull or tern – it was an albatross. An Ice Albatross.


  It came to him then that in all the time the Chloe had voyaged in the frozen north, they had sighted not a single Ice Albatross, even though the north was supposedly their home. There had been no sign of their nests anywhere upon Trap Island, or amid the rolling bergs, or upon the ramparts of the Ice Wall – or even on the warm slopes of the volcano, there at the very pole. Indeed, in those last uttermost climes there had been no life at all.


  So where did the great birds land, he wondered, if it was nowhere upon the Four Isles, nor anywhere in the north? Where else was there?


  Nowhere but the unseen southern hemisphere …


  Dow thought of Nadal then, and the whole sad tale of the lost fleet. And once again he tasted in his heart the longing that must have driven the Lord Designate to attempt a crossing of the Doldrums.


  There must be lands waiting there beyond the Barrier, to be discovered and explored. And they would be virgin lands, empty of human life. Vincente had once theorised that there might be men and cities already in the south, and that perhaps the mysterious boat had come from there. But Dow knew now that wasn’t so – the boats came not from the south, but from the Twin Isles after all. And so in his vision the southern lands remained uninhabited, innocent of violence and contention, and lying at peace under their strange skies.


  If only they could be reached ...


  Dow sighed once more. The bird had vanished, and the Twin Island boat was coming up to them now. A rhythmic thumping sound emanated from its stern, and an oily smell wafted before it.


  One day, Dow thought. One day, if there were still ships left, and still men left to sail them, he might be the very one to lead such a voyage of exploration, if some means could be found to defeat the Barrier. And one day, too, somehow, he would be with Nell again. He swore it.


  But first …


  First there was a war to be fought.
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  Battle has come.

  Dow must put his boyhood behind him.

  But is he ready for command?


  

  

  

  

  



  Uncover special bonus stories

  and explore the world of the Ship Kings.

  

  www.shipkings.com.au


  

  

  

  

  



  THE ADVENTURE BEGINS...


  [image: 9781743432488_0393_001]


  FATE. COURAGE. DOOM. DEFIANCE.

OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0196_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0190_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0200_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0198_001.jpg





OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0178_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0186_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0181_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0170_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0158_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0174_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0172_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0253_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0249_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0273_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0262_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0233_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0227_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0238_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0236_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0206_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0201_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0222_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0012_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0042_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0329_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0015_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0036_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0319_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0006_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0052_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0336_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0010_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0044_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0333_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0306_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0301_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0017_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0033_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0310_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0023_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0307_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0300_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0004_001.jpg
[e)

ke[t

Australian Government





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0005_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0003_001.jpg
SHIP KINGS






OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0299_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0297_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0146_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0144_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0154_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0152_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0393_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0391_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0126_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0123_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0379_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0366_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0120_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0065_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0060_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0356_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0115_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781743432488_0094_001.jpg





