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Prologue

The Voyage of the Celebes Prince

In the year 1843, I, James Douglas, signed on to the hired clipper Celebes Prince out of Portsmouth, bound for Hispaniola. I was rated ship’s boy, twelve years old that very week. We were to return with rum, sugar, and bath sponge, as easy as kiss-my-hand if the wind was fair. The Celebes Prince was what is called an opium clipper, and I knew well enough that she was a smuggler, but I was a boy with few scruples in that regard, and the Captain treated me well. The first mate told me the Captain had a boy my age who had died, fell from the maintop and hit his head on a carronade, and that meant something, I suppose. I could use a sextant, and I knew the night sky as well as any man aboard, barring the Captain, who was a right seaman but a dark, bloody-minded man in most regards, with a taste for Port Royal rum that would have done for him if he’d lived long enough.

We soon picked up the variables and logged a hundred-forty sea miles a day, straight down into the northeast trades and in among the Caribbean Islands. We took on rum and sugar and bath sponge in Santo Domingo, filled our water, and weighed again, the Captain having a fear of the yellow jack, which was mortal that season. Two sponge fishermen came along, dark brown men. I was told that they were the last of the Taino Indians, who had mainly died out on Hispaniola. One was deaf from his time spent in deep water, and the other didn’t seem right in the head. What use we had for sponge fishermen I couldn’t say, our hold already being full of that item.

We were bound for home, I thought—a fast run if our luck held—Portsmouth or thereabouts, perhaps a handy cove first where we could offload the rum. The second morning I awoke at eight bells in the dark and went on deck. We were at anchor, rolling on a moderate swell. Just to starboard lay an island, a rocky coast with surf running, although there was a likely bay sheltered by a long reef where a ship’s boat might lie at ease. Even in the darkness I could see a mountain in the center of the island, where smoke was rising—a volcano, I thought, although I had never seen one. There was no beach, just the black mouth of a sea cave and cliffs, very steep, rising away on either side. I could see the water boiling over the reef in the moonlight, no doubt a dry reef when the tide fell. The air was clear, and the stars shone, and without a thought I fetched the instrument and took a reading, curious how far we had sailed in the night, Santo Domingo being 18 degrees north and a little under 70 degrees west. Nearly 200 sea miles was my answer, although it was mere curiosity at the time. The island had a name, but I won’t write it here, nor utter it neither.

We rowed across to the cove four hours later in the launch, at eight bells in the morning watch, four pulling on the oars, including me. I could pull middling well for a boy, and the Captain favored me. Those left aboard the ship were to fire the bow chaser as a warning if there was a sail in sight, for we didn’t want company. The Indians sat in the stern. No one spoke, and there was never a man more intent than the Captain on what he was about, although what it was I didn’t yet know. He carried two pistols on his belt, and it was the pistols and the silence that put my mind to working, and the more it worked, the more it turned on treasure—something on the bottom of the sea, which called for the sponge fishers. Anyone could see that the Captain was half gone in rum, even at that early hour. His flesh stank of it. Mayhaps he hadn’t slept and had finished his bottle waiting for the sun.

We rowed into the cove, protected by the reef, which stood out of the water now, and the sea cave open before us. The roof of the cave was a rough dome fifteen feet above our heads, with sea birds nesting along the walls and a great lot of noise. There was sea wrack and flotsam that had washed into the cave, the dark water below ink-black, how deep I couldn’t say for the darkness in the cave. We put the anchor over the side, and played out fifteen fathoms of cable, which told the tale.

There we sat, not a word said, and everyone in main fear of the Captain, who was in a state. It was still dim in the cave, despite the sun in the east. The Captain took out his pocket-watch now and then to see the time slip past, until he tipped me a wink at last, and said, “Stand by, Mr. Douglas, and you’ll see something,” although he seemed to be talking to himself. No sooner were the words out of his mouth than a ray of light shone into the cavern from a window in the east wall, a jagged crack like a half-open mouth, that hadn’t seemed to be there a moment before. The ray of sunlight played upon the water, the sea floor coming visible, the water as clear as air. Straightaway I saw a long, black shark deep down, then two and three, circling. The sponge divers saw them, too, and didn’t much like the look of them, for the two of them were going over the side. “They’re nought but gammon,” the Captain told them, but it was the brace of pistols that he used to persuade Indians overboard, for there was no time to spare, only a short period of sunlight, and then darkness in the cave until the following day, when the sun crossed the window again.

There on the bottom, fifteen fathoms deep, lay what looked to be a giant great pearl that a man would need a barrow to move. It rested within a ring of white rocks that seemed to have been carefully placed, although that scarcely seems possible, and so was protected from the surge that rolled into the cave and might have washed the pearl away otherwise. Sea fans passed over it in the current, and then moved back, so that you could see it again plain. It couldn’t be a pearl, of course, not that size. “Ambergris, Mr. Douglas,” the Captain said, nodding at me as we watched the Indians kicking hard for the bottom, hauling themselves down the anchor cable hand over hand. They let go the cable and swam to the prize, the two of them grappling with the great ball, lifting it from where it was settled. It was later that I was told that ambergris weighed little. Indeed, it floated on the surface unless it was very old and dense, as this was. Up they came, quicker than you would have thought, but followed by one of the black-bodied sharks, three times the men’s length. It seemed to brush the two of them in passing. They let loose of the burden, and so it fell. The two of them broke the surface empty handed, having been under for three full minutes. The Captain cursed them for the loss and glanced at the light shining through the crack, which glowed yellow now as if the sun was peering straight through.

The bosun said that we should have brought a rope and a net, and that we might try again tomorrow morning. It was dead obvious he was right, but rum had dimmed the Captain’s mind, and the ambergris had been a secret of his own keeping. “Be damned to tomorrow,” he said, and sent the Indians down again, although they would have climbed into the boat but for the pistols. Two more times they tried and failed, the sharks showing little interest now. The water was growing dimmer. The fourth attempt very nearly fetched the prize, although it was in that moment, when they were on the bottom, that we heard cannon fire and saw the smoke from the chaser. It was plain that something was dead wrong with the Celebes Prince. The ship was shaking like a dog throwing off water, and she canted to larboard as if driven over by a heavy gust of wind, although there was no wind. There was no explaining it, not from where we sat in the sea cave.

The Captain stared at the ship, shaking his head sharp, like his mind was adrift and he was trying to call it back. Up came the Indians from the bottom, the great pearl wedged between them, hauling themselves one-handed along the anchor cable, the boat dipping with the strain of it. The bow chaser fired again. The Indians neared the surface, bubbles rising from their nostrils. I saw what the two of them didn’t see—the black shadow rising behind them. One of the two—the deaf man, I believe, was jerked downward. Blood clouded the water, and the ball of ambergris fell away into it once again. I saw the man’s face in the last moment, the horror on it plain, his severed leg crosswise in the shark’s mouth, the fish’s brethren rising from the depths, either of them big enough to knock the launch cockeyed if they had a mind to.

The second Indian’s head broke the water. He was empty handed, his eyes full of fear, and him gripping the anchor cable like salvation itself. The Captain held his sheath knife in his hand, and without a word he cut the cable, and the Indian fell back as the launch moved away with the surge. “Leave him!” the Captain shouted, cuffing the bosun on the side of the head when he leant over to clutch the man’s hand. The Indian swam two strokes toward us, his death written on his face. On the instant his body flew half out of the water as one of the sharks took him, the huge mouth and teeth cutting him in half at the waist, a bloody spray spattering the boat, which nearly capsized, the wave thrown up by the shark’s lunge washing us farther toward the cave mouth. The cave was fast falling into darkness now, and we bent to the oars, watching the sharks as they fed. I saw the man’s torso jerk again and again as it was butchered, and then the sun rose another notch, and the light went out of the sea cave, and we were in the cove again and very soon in the open ocean, leaving one horror for another, or so it seemed to me.

The Celebes Prince leapt upon the sea now, like the bodies of the Indians had done. The mainmast went by the boards, and the sails and rigging fell across the deck, as if she had been shattered by the first blast of a hurricane. And yet we could see nothing of any enemy. The ship was caught in the grasp of some great spirit, which was destroying it as violently as the sharks had destroyed the two sponge divers. The bosun tied onto the seizing and hauled himself up the mainchains, the Captain at his heels and the rest of the men following. There was a vast creaking and rending of timbers from the ship, and the sound of screams and shouting. I stood alone on the pitching deck of the launch, full of stony fear, the memory of those butchered divers still before my mind’s eye.

During the pull back to the ship, I had seen that to the north lay cloud drift over what must be an island, and it came to me now to leave the ship to its fate, which I could not alter in any event. As soon as it entered my mind to do so, I slipped the knot and sat on the thwart, taking the oars in my hands, in a moderate hurry now that I knew what I was about. Before I was thirty yards from the ship, however, there sounded a vast cracking, the Celebes Prince listed to starboard, and as God is my witness, the bower anchor itself pierced the side of the ship near the waterline. I mean to say that it smashed straight through the hull, like an arrow through straw. I set out rowing with a will, and when I was perhaps a half mile away, thinking to reach the island, I saw the ship cant sideways again, stay there, and start to settle. In three minutes she was drawn under.

I knew in my heart that I must go back in order to pick up survivors, but I could not. I knew also that the island with the sea cave was cursed, and the sea around it haunted. I made landfall on the island before night and drew the launch up a stream out of the jungle, setting it upside down for a snug roof, and there I lived for a time before a ship put in for water and I was saved. I made up a lie, left the launch behind, since it didn’t fit with the lie, and found myself in Santo Domingo, living there for three months before taking ship for Portsmouth once again, a year and two months after setting out. By then the sea cave and the destruction of the Celebes Prince had come to be very much like a figment to me, and at night I dreamt of sea fans waving over that ball of ambergris, and the sharks circling, and the water red with blood.

I set this account down in my own hand and gave it of my own free will to my friend Reginald Sawney when I set out for home. Whether any but me came away from the wreck of the Celebes Prince I never learned. I take my oath that what I write here is true.

—James Douglas


Chapter 1

Ambush at the Half Toad

A week following the Snow Hill Massacre, which  had rocked Smithfield and all of London, I found myself once again at William Billson’s Half Toad Inn, Lambert Court, along with the brilliant Professor Langdon St. Ives and his man Hasbro, who had traveled with St. Ives these many years and was more friend than factotum. We were waiting on Tubby Frobisher and his eccentric and fabulously rich Uncle Gilbert, the two of them a worrisome quarter of an hour overdue. Tubby was coming down from Chingford, and Gilbert up from his mansion in Dicker, the old man anxious to communicate with us face-to-face. It was he who had summoned us. The mails weren’t to be trusted, Gilbert had told us, and we were to destroy the missive that called us to the Half Toad.

We were well used to Gilbert’s fancies and had done as he’d asked, ascertaining from the summons that he had in mind a sea voyage of some four weeks duration, the destination a well-kept secret: somewhere in the Atlantic, given the brevity of the voyage, but whether to the high northern latitudes or to the tropics we knew not. His privately-owned, ocean-going steam yacht was moored at the West India Docks. Our curiosity piqued, we had come along to the Half Toad, dunnage in hand, St. Ives evidently relieved to be active once again after a long period of hibernation.

Nearly a year had transpired since the terrible business of the Aylesford Skull, during which time St. Ives had gone to ground in Kent, playing the role of the gentleman farmer. He had seen to the building of an oast house on his and Alice’s considerable property during that mild fall and winter, and in the spring to the planting of a cherry orchard. The breezes of early summer, however, generated a certain nervous energy in the man, the old wanderlust rising in him like a tide. He had been denying nature, of course—something that Alice understood all too well—and it was she who insisted that he agree to Gilbert’s voyage. Meanwhile, she and the children and my own betrothed Dorothy toddled off to Scarborough for their annual summer visit to Alice’s aged grandmother, leaving the running of their acreage in Kent in the hands of the admirable Mrs. Langley, old Binger, the groundskeeper, and young Finn Conrad.

Foot traffic in Smithfield was uncommonly sparse this evening, and there were few customers, the bloody murders having cast a shadow over the neighborhood that hadn’t lifted yet. But it was all the better for our clandestine meeting with Tubby and Gilbert. Billson, who had the physical properties of a blacksmith and the mind of a natural philosopher, was cooking with a keen eye and a generous hand, turning a multi-armed spit that skewered two dozen of Henrietta Billson’s fat sausages, the drippings basting three plump pheasants on another spit directly below, the fire sizzling happily. Billson had just served out delicate mounds of lobscouse as a kickshaw, molded in tiny pie dishes and swirling beneath a cloud of steam redolent of nutmeg, juniper berries, and corned beef. Billson subscribes to the odd habit of serving lobscouse with a brown onion sauce, by the way, which I heartily recommend, the entire business, lobscouse and sauce both, thickened with pounded ship’s biscuit that had borne the government stamp—an inverted arrow—before Billson pulverized it with a belaying pin.

Billson had been a sailor, you see, in the years before he married Henrietta and purchased the Half Toad. Indeed, he had brought an immense, carved, wooden toad home with him from the West Indies—a fanciful ship’s figurehead, the ship itself having been blown to flinders, turning the toad into a missile that had very nearly done for Billson when it splashed down like a meteor not three feet from his head. But the toad had meant his salvation, for he had clung to it through the long night, the rest of the crew dead, the ship sunk. The heroic amphibian now looks out from its perch above the door on Fingal Street, its broad mouth set in a mysterious smile that brings to the well-tempered mind Leonardo’s Mona Lisa, and never more evidently than after one has consumed two quarts of Billson’s best ale, Old Man Newt.

I had just put a share of it away, the three of us having decided to whet our appetites and whistles while we waited for Tubby and Gilbert. I was admiring in a happy reverie the old oak wainscot, the etchings by Hogarth that adorned the wall, and the pheasants on the spit, my mind idle but well satisfied. Lars Hopeful, the halfwit tapboy, had renewed our jug of ale, and the window behind us stood open, letting in a grateful evening breeze. The bell of St. Bartholomew the Great began to toll just as Mrs. Billson was putting a bread pudding into the oven, which would come out again, hot and with buttered rum set aflame, when we had need of it later in the evening. I recall having turned to the window at the sound of the bell, looking for the crenellated tower of St. Bartholomew over the rooftops, when there came the sound of a wild curse, a pistol shot, and running feet.

We all leapt up, doubly alarmed because of the recent murders. I leaned out through the casement and was astounded to see Tubby Frobisher himself chasing a man out of Lambert Court—a swarthy, heavy-set man, although not so heavy as Tubby, who was milling along with his blackthorn stick gripped in his hand, very much like an enraged hippo and wearing an old Bollinger hat with a vast, bowl-shaped crown skewered with peacock feathers. There was blood on the fleeing man’s coat from a wound in the shoulder—no doubt a bullet—although it wasn’t apparently slowing him down.

I went straight out through the window onto the sidewalk and gave chase, my fork in my own hand, not knowing that St. Ives and Hasbro had also gone out, although through the inn door. A four-horse carriage blocked my path, followed by a man driving a gaggle of ill-natured geese, and by the time I had navigated the carriage and the geese and set out again, I had lost sight of Tubby, who had apparently followed his prey into a byway behind Long Lane. I raced into that same byway in time to see Tubby’s man turning into a narrow alley just as a second man—an ally, no doubt—stepped out from behind a brick chimney and tripped Tubby up. Tubby sprawled forward, his blackthorn spinning away, the man raising a cricket bat into the air in order to crush Tubby’s skull with it.

I sang out, “Stand, or I blow your head off!” and charged straight at him with the tines of the fork gripped in my fist. I had no pistol, of course, but there was some chance he had heard the earlier pistol shot or had seen the bloody wound in his companion’s shoulder and would take the fork handle for a pistol barrel. In any event, he hesitated, considered the quickly closing distance between us, looked in vain for his companion, and abruptly ran off, easily cowed, thank God.

I ranged up beside Tubby, who was crawling to his feet. The sight of the fork handle set him to laughing, his sense of humor easily overcoming his gratitude and any lingering distress from the sight of that upraised cricket bat. He dusted his hands off, shrugged his shoulders, fetched his blackthorn and his fallen hat, which had rolled away like a cartwheel, and the two of us walked back to the inn, Tubby hypothesizing that the man had taken me for a cannibal when he had seen the fork. “You put the fear into him, Jack,” he said. “The horror of being eaten is one of the primal instincts. There was stark terror in the man’s eyes when he fled.” He banged his Bollinger hat against his thigh, handed his cudgel to me, and smoothed the hat’s peacock feathers with his fingers.

A reply to his comment about the fork would merely have compounded Tubby’s wit, or what passes for it. “Your Bollinger is somewhat past the fashion,” I told him, deciding to insult his hat, which was scandalously stained and beaten. “I admire it immensely, of course. It’s…seasoned. Some might say ‘stained’ or disreputable, but not I. A man’s hat is his own business.”

“I won’t sell it to you, Jack, even if you beg. It’s my lucky hat. The peacock feathers are from the royal flock, by the way. I doubt you’ve ever seen such a radiant, sapphire blue. It brings out the color in my eyes, I believe.”

We came in through the door of the Half Toad. Our friends, including Uncle Gilbert, were sitting once again at the table by the window, Gilbert just then draining a glass of ale while wiping the sweat from his brow with a kerchief. He stood up, relieved to see Tubby apparently unscathed, and he shook my hand heartily, saying, “Well met, Jack.” Then he shifted his Gladstone bag from what had been my chair, waited for us to sit, and filled our glasses from the jug.

“Yes, sir, it was indeed an ambush,” Gilbert said to St. Ives, apparently having begun to tell the tale before we arrived. “Thank God I brought my pistol; we might have been dead men else.” He nodded heartily. “You see, I recognized the man, as did Tubby—Billy Stoddard by name, the stinking reptile. The two of us bearded him in his den not two years ago, at Beachy Head, as perhaps you recall.”

“The lighthouse keeper from the Belle Tout Light?” I asked, realizing that it could quite easily have been that very villain’s back that I had seen vanishing down that byway.

“I’ll never forget his face,” Gilbert said, “a pig’s bladder with poached grapes for eyeballs. I should have done him the service of taking his head off at the shoulders and presenting it to him on a plate when I had him tied into a chair at Beachy Head. We could have pitched his body over the cliff, serving him out like he did to poor Captain Sawney, God rest him.”

“I didn’t have the pleasure of meeting this Billy Stoddard,” St. Ives said (and in fact St. Ives had lain comatose within a cavern in the chalk cliffs themselves when the temporary lighthouse keeper had fled away along the bluffs).

“Perhaps Stoddard meant to repay you for infamous way you used him,” Hasbro said.

“No,” Gilbert assured us, shaking his head again by way of punctuation. He leaned forward, smiling now and looking around like a conspirator. “I’m perfectly certain that he wanted…the thing…the reason I summoned you here,” he whispered.

We nodded, although we only half understood. The fact of the summons was obvious, the reason not at all.

He opened the Gladstone bag, in which lay his pistol, clearly visible, and withdrew a small, leather-bound journal, much worn and rimed with salt. He turned to a random page, which appeared to contain a tally of bird sightings that his birding friend Captain Sawney had totted up, perhaps from his aerie in the Belle Tout Light in the years before he had fallen (or had been pushed by Billy Stoddard) to his death from the top of the cliff. Gilbert opened the book briefly to the title page now and held it out for us to read. It bore the legend, “Hispaniola, Reginald Sawney, 1844.” It was indeed a birding log, but compiled forty years previously in the Caribbean, replete with dates and tallies and species: the purple gallinule, the sandhill crane, the snowy plover, coots, crakes, egrets, guinea fowl, and dozens of others. Why anyone would endeavor to ambush two stout men in order to steal a birding log was a mystery—a mystery that Gilbert Frobisher understood full well, the answer to which apparently lay in the palm of his hand.

“No doubt you gentlemen believe this log to be innocent enough,” Gilbert said. “What would you say, Jacky? Are you a bird fancier?”

“Certainly,” I told him, “well roasted and served with potatoes and spring onions.”

He winked at me and laughed, the recent violence no longer troubling him. The smile, which revealed the pleasure he took in his superior knowledge, reminded me absolutely of Tubby, as did his vast girth, the difference between them having to do with Gilbert’s advanced age—past sixty, although strangely hearty despite the years—and the absence of hair atop Gilbert’s head. They might have been twins otherwise.

“I’ll admit to seeing nothing of great value in it,” Hasbro said, after Gilbert had closed the book and returned it to the bag, “although surely it would be of interest to a naturalist. The islands of the Caribbean must be a very treasure trove of bird species.”

“And of other treasures, gentlemen, I assure you,” Gilbert said in a low voice. “Treasures that beggar the imagination.”

He sat back in his chair and fell silent, looking with vast pleasure at the utterly appropriate pheasants now arriving at the table, already cut into pieces, along with sausages, roasted potatoes, long beans with butter sauce, and a heap of crispy salmon fritters as a sort of relish, fish and fowl together being recommended by Henrietta, generally at removes, although in this instance our hurried schedule warranted the lot of it served up at once. There were bottles of burgundy as well, and more of the onion sauce, this batch heavy with the smell of sage.

Gilbert was evidently happy to keep us suspended while he ate. He knew absolutely that the word “treasures” was now uppermost in everyone’s mind, reigning there just as Gilbert reigned over the table. The old man set about his pheasant as if he’d been two years at sea, picking up a leg and slathering it with onion sauce, then forking up an unctuous sausage with his free hand, so that he might have both appendages working at once, in the manner of an octopus. Gilbert and Tubby are trenchermen of the first water, you see—a vast emptiness within the two of them crying out to be filled, a process that reminds one of shoveling sand into a sinkhole. The bottles went round, the potatoes and long beans and sausages vanished from their dishes, and Henrietta Billson heaped more into them and brought new bottles to the table, whisking away the old. It was the loaves and fishes come again.

I was emboldened, finally, to fill the glasses ostentatiously in order to propose a toast: “To our venture, gentlemen, whatever it might entail, and may we discover what it entails some time this side of the grave.”

We tipped the glasses back, Gilbert grinning at me and nodding. He picked up a drumstick and sucked the last fragments of meat from the bone. Then he put his head out the window to have a cautious look around before pulling his head back in and drawing the casement closed behind it. Gesturing at me with the drumstick, he asked, “What do you know about whales, Jack? The sperm whale? The cachalot?”

“I’ve read Mr. Melville’s book,” I told him.

“Then surely you’re the learned man of the world. Did Mr. Melville expound upon…” and at this juncture he once again surveyed the room before dropping his voice, “…the phenomenon of ambergris at all?” We all leaned in closely now, our supper quite forgotten, the word having fetched our attention, as he well knew it would.

“The account of the substance was the subject of a brief chapter, as I recall,” I told him. “I remember that it forms in the belly of the whale and is excreted from time to time in hard lumps, often loaded up with the beaks of squid. It’s thought that perhaps the beaks are the irritant that gives rise to the production of the substance.”

“The beaks of squid!” Gilbert said, nodding ponderously. “Just so. No doubt that’s valuable information, Jack, for the man who fancies such a thing as a discarded squid beak. But the perfumeries, what do they pay for the substance itself, and never mind the beaks? By the ounce, let’s say. None of your infernal, recently excreted filth, Jack, but ambergris washed and tumbled by the salt sea and the ocean winds until it has the appearance of a pearl. Dense enough to sink to the bottom of the sea, by God! The French eat it, you know, although there’s precious little that a Frenchman doesn’t eat. Imagine a great globe of it, if you can, three or four times the size of a man’s head.” He held his arms apart, stretching them wide by way of illustration, squinting at the lot of us. “A vast ball upward of thirty inches in diameter, lads, and as round as the moon. Imagine, if you will, the whale from whence the phenomenon was ejected, a whale well beyond a hundred feet in length, a vast great leviathan, which, if it desired, could swallow enough Jonahs to make up a dinner party very like our own, and with room left over for Balaam and his talking ass, by God. What would you say to that, Jacky? Can you place a value on such a thing?”

Gilbert waited, and he might have waited forever for all of me, for I had no idea. “A bloody great heap of gold ducats,” I said to him.

He sat back in his chair and smiled with amusement. “What a fellow you are, Jack. Pray tell me, what constitutes a heap? Define your terms.”

“Hundreds of thousands of pounds,” Hasbro put in, getting to the heart of it. “Many hundreds. There’s no precedent for such a thing, however—not as you describe it. The perfumeries would never see the item, if it existed. It would be in the hands of a fabulously wealthy collector. Only a man with an uncommon fortune could afford to keep it.”

“Indeed,” Gilbert said, nodding slowly. “Unless it’s the man who finds it and takes it in the first place, eh?” He winked heavily. “Oh, it exists, right enough, lads; so it does. Now, shall I tell you the secret of Captain Sawney’s log?”


Chapter 2

Trouble in Pennyfields

There was a rumble of heartfelt assent when Gilbert uttered his question, to which the old man shook his head and responded by saying, “Presently, but not here. No sir. You’ll have to be patient. We’ll miss our tide if we don’t look sharp.” He shoved the log into his bag again, snapping it shut.

“God help us…” I started to say, when Henrietta Billson appeared with the flaming pudding and a bottle of cognac. We pledged each other’s health, shoveled more food into our mouths, and had no sooner licked our plates clean like greedy dogs than a private coach reined up outside, the letters GF in gilt paint on the doors. Gilbert threw open the casement, waved his napkin at the cadaverous driver, pressed a sum of money into Henrietta’s hand, and bundled the lot of us through the door, gripping his pistol and looking roundabout himself savagely, anxious, it seemed to me, to blow someone’s head off.

We rattled away toward the river, the coach burdened with our persons and our baggage, through dark streets that were very much awake in the summer moonlight. I felt as if I had been taken up by the press gang: summoned to the meeting at the Half Toad and then ignominiously shanghaied before the pudding had completed its plunge into my gullet. The coach slowed its capering pace in order to avoid running down the pressing throng as we descended through Limehouse—Lascars and Chinese and Arabs in colorful dress, the prostitutes and the destitute dressed in rags, the sailors just back from foreign shores and kicking up Jack’s-a-dying with their pay. Low lodging houses lined the road, phantom courtyards lying within a mephitic gloom, and here and there a sputtering gas-jet to enliven the night, illuminating wastes of broken tile and brick, villainous gin shops, and opium dens. A black reek poured from chimneys, the smell of it mingling with the stink of fried fish shops and the conflicting odors of the hundreds of thousands of tons of goods in the warehouses above and below ground: tobacco and spirits, sugar and molasses, tar and cordage. The entire neighborhood—buildings, ramshackle and tilting away on either side and darkened by soot and dirt and poverty—was colorful in a way to make Hogarth shudder.

The carriage turned off West India Dock Road, proceeding along a narrow street through Pennyfields where it drew to a premature halt adjacent to a general shop, so called, in front of which was a clutter of old iron, kitchen debris, broken wooden chairs, and rags hung from hooks. Some short distance down stood a down-at-heel public house with the ‘Jolly Tar’ painted on a sign hanging over the door—not intentionally ironic, I assumed.

“God’s rabbit, Boggs! What is it?” Uncle Gilbert shouted when the carriage remained still. He opened the door and peered out. Our coachman, a narrow cockney man with a long face, was trading hard words with someone unseen. Within moments all of us were out of the carriage and looking on. A dead cow utterly blocked the road, its master, a man in a filthy apron, was explaining that it had collapsed there and died and that he couldn’t shift it without help. The story was highly unlikely, since the cow stank, and its legs were thrust out from a bloated midsection. Despite that, I had no suspicion of a threat until I saw St. Ives and Hasbro signal to each other, followed by the issuance of Gilbert’s pistol.

Some distance in front of us stood the forests of masts rising from the docks. Black smoke tumbled from the chimneys of steamships, for the tide was making and there would be great activity for the next two or three hours. I could see moonlight on a sort of canal just forty feet away. We were very near our goal, and it occurred to me, rather stupidly, that we were hearty enough to haul our own dunnage the next hundred yards and leave the coachman to deal with the cow.

No sooner had the thought entered my head, than the owner of the cow simply bolted, disappearing through a nearby open door. None of us were foolish enough to follow. Gilbert swiveled this way and that, pointing his pistol, looking for trouble. Tubby gripped his blackthorn as if he meant to use it, and Hasbro had drawn a pistol of his own from within his coat. There were footfalls behind us now—four men coming at a run—and more footfalls and what sounded like the banging of a pan from an alley on our right. The coachman climbed down onto the pavement, standing next to Gilbert, who aimed a pistol back down the road as if to shoot past my head, compelling me to drop to the street. There was a loud report and a flash of fire from the muzzle. As if by magic the four men had vanished into the warren of courtyards and passageways. The open door of the Jolly Tar swung shut with a bang. Someone called out a warning—Tubby, I believe—just before a heavy object struck the road very nearby, glass shattering—a wooden crate of bottles. I looked up to see a man ducking away from the edge of a balcony three stories up. Hasbro blew a splinter from the balcony rail, but the man was already gone. There was momentary silence, and then a shout from the alley—someone crying out “Heave away!” and then a dark shape flying into our midst, a round, black bomb with a sputtering fuse. Tubby scooped it up in his broad hand as if it were a grapefruit and pitched into the canal, where it exploded with a wet, whooping report, sending up a small geyser of water.

The foot traffic on the road had entirely melted away. Save for the sounds of nearby shipping there was a silence that was heavy with menace. The five hundred pounds of dead Guernsey cow still lay in the road. In the lull I looked about me for a weapon, as did St. Ives, both of us hurrying to the heaped debris in front of the general shop, the door of which was now shut tight. I grasped the long, cast-iron handle of a loaf-shaped bread pan, and St. Ives plucked up a three-legged chair and a bent fireplace poker. Immediately there came another onslaught, as if the ambuscade was written out in scenes and choreographed for the stage: four heavily muscled bruisers wearing the striped jerseys of stevedores. They were perhaps the same men whom Gilbert had shot at, having come round in front of us now, their faces hidden by kerchiefs. We stepped out to meet them, the cow a barricade between our two groups, Hasbro and Gilbert holding their pistols in plain sight. Our four assailants would have been madmen to carry out an assault against five armed men, six counting our carriage driver, who stood flicking his buggy whip, the tip snapping.

Tubby hefted his blackthorn and shouted, “Come on, you bastards, if you’re not shy.” But the four attackers, such as they were, stopped dead, and then feinted this way and that, cutting silly capers on the road before dashing away, two each in either direction. I was very much afraid that Gilbert would shoot them down like dogs, but he was blessedly too sensible to commit murder unless there was some defense for the crime.

I heard the sound of something landing on the road behind me, and thinking of bombs, I spun around, fear closing my throat. What I saw was a small man bolting away, carrying Gilbert’s Gladstone bag, which the man had pilfered from within the coach while we had been distracted by the raree-show on the street. I shouted, and pitched my bread pan at the man, the long-handled piece of iron flying straight as an arrow at the back of his head. Unfortunately it was impeded by gravity and clanged uselessly to the street. Tubby and I set out in pursuit, but Gilbert whistled us to a halt and waved us back.

“Your bag…” Tubby started to say to him, but Gilbert shook his head at us, and patted his coat.

“I’ve foiled the blighters again,” he said upon our return. “Let them have the bag, eh? Why not? There’s not a damned thing of value in it. Their antics were a mere diversion, you see, except for the infernal device, which was a penny squib after all—nothing taken away from your courage, Tubby. Great bravery, I call it, or perhaps an act of consummate foolishness, which it would have been had it blown your head off, ha ha!”

The flight of the small man apparently signaled the end of the threat. People reappeared on the pavement, looking around warily at first, and then more boldly when it became clear that the danger had passed. The door of the Jolly Tar opened once again, and the night resumed its normal debauched course. I fetched the bread pan and returned it to its place, along with St. Ives’s chair and poker. A slatternly woman scowled at me from the door of the shop, and I gave her three shillings by way of rent money before I set out to help my friends move the impossibly heavy cow.

A crowd soon gathered to laugh at us and to offer ribald suggestions. Our exertions led to the issuance of insects from various of the cow’s orifices, which fueled the public mirth until Gilbert had the brilliant idea (at the hazard of being robbed on the spot) of producing a handful of sovereigns and offering one to each and every man who would rally round and shift the beast so that the carriage could move on. There followed a great heaving and scuffling as the cow was edged away into the gutter and pitched violently up onto the pavement so that it blocked the door of what was either a desperate sort of boarding house or a house of prostitution or both at once. A pudding-faced woman shouted curses out a window on the third floor and was ridiculed for her efforts. She disappeared, then shortly reappeared, generally increasing the hilarity when she emptied a chamber pot onto the heads of two men who were entirely innocent of the outrage with the cow, and who had just come out from the Jolly Tar. Gilbert didn’t look up, but quickly doled out coins. The throng dispersed, the great bulk of them returning to the pub amidst much hooting and calling for drink.

We crawled back into the coach, twenty minutes wasted, and traveled the small distance to the moonlit docks, where we found the Nancy Dawson, out of Eastbourne, lying at anchor, our home for the next four weeks. I was surprised at how commodious she was. I knew that Gilbert was as rich as a sultan, but I was surprised even so. The ship bore a mainmast (complete with a crow’s nest) and a bowsprit as well, as if she had descended from the days of sail, which in a sense she had. She had three steel-walled holds separated one from the other with impregnable bulwarks, each of the holds entirely removable from the ship via the dockyard’s cantilever crane, so that it might be set on the dock and unloaded through a cargo door. It was Gilbert’s own invention, which he anticipated would bring him a million pounds sterling as soon as the patent was secure. He meant to put them to the test, he said, when he had the leisure to load a cargo of sufficient weight. The decks of the Nancy Dawson were a-bustle with activity, steam rising lazily from the stack, engines rumbling.

“Who might you be?” Gilbert asked a man in shirtsleeves who stood on deck at the railing, watching the lighters ply to and fro across the water, unloading the ships that couldn’t come in to the crowded docks.

The man spit a wad of tobacco over the side, doffed his cap, and said, “George Beasely, if it please your honor. First mate.”

It didn’t seem to please Gilbert much at all. “Have we met?” he asked.

“Just this present moment, sir, and happy I am to make your acquaintance. I’m sent up from Eastbourne—Mr. Honeywell’s draft, me and five other good men. Came up by rail, we did, and set about readying the ship instanter.”

“Honeywell’s draft, is it? Right-ho. And where is Captain Deane, then?”

“Drunk as Davy’s sow and snoring in his bunk, sir, no judgment implied. He was brought aboard this past hour on a stretcher. Belike he’ll come into his senses after a fortnight of sleep.”

Gilbert looked dark for a moment, as if he might clap the Captain in irons or tie him to the grating in order to give him a taste of the cat. But the cloud passed, and, as the last of the baggage came aboard, he said, “Cast off the lines, then, Mr. Beasely. We haven’t a moment to lose. And look sharp for villainy. There are those that would discommode us if they could.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” Beasely said. “Villainy it is, sir.”

There were shouted orders, a good deal of stamping about by the several deck hands, and within minutes the ship moved beneath us as we were towed into the offing on the flood tide, out into Limehouse Reach as the Isle of Dogs rotated away behind us, the West India Docks disappearing from sight. We made our way through the shipping in the Pool, which to my view was a very chaos of feverish activity, demanded twice a day by the holy tide. Gilbert Frobisher strode back and forth, generally getting into the way, his pistol in his belt. He spoke to several of the crewmen whom he apparently knew, and he asked others their names, doing his best to be agreeable. I heard him laugh out loud several times, his spirits lifting now that the ship was underway, the great adventure begun at last.

I stood at the stern railing with a view of both banks, watching the constantly changing vista and the debris swirling past on the Thames. I thought of Dorothy, who I would marry if this voyage turned out to be as prosperous as Gilbert implied, and whom I had taken leave of some few hours ago. It was disorienting, I can tell you, leaving the great city behind in such wild haste when we had been aboard for a scant quarter of an hour. But wild haste was Gilbert Frobisher’s idea of sensible precaution, and Gilbert Frobisher was Commander of the Nancy Dawson, and had come into his own at last.


Chapter 3

All is Revealed

The chart room of the Nancy Dawson bears a passing resemblance to the interior of Uncle Gilbert’s wonderful mansion in Dicker: oak wainscot, bow windows, Turkey carpets, and oil lamps mounted on ingenious, roundabout swivels that cast a golden haze over a long table laid out with charts of the Caribbean Sea, our destination. An enormous speaking trumpet stood atop the charts like a conical paperweight, painted with depictions of undersea marvels, fish and lobsters and whales and crustaceans all circulating through and around a rampant octopus, intricately drawn. There were upholstered chairs (upon which we sat), bookcases, bottles of whisky, brandy, and rum, paintings of birds and ships, and a row of large-throated, brass voice pipes corked with whistles.

They were ingenious devices, the voice pipes: a whistle would blow, one would uncork the appropriate pipe and bend an ear, and a cheerful conversation would ensue—a chat, say, with the bridge or the engine room or with the Captain himself if he weren’t drunk in his bed. If the ship foundered and took on water, the corks, or rather stoppers, would prevent the sea from flooding the ship via the pipes.

All in all it was a room in which one could plan a campaign or be happily imprisoned, whichever suited. The starboard windows looked out onto the right bank of the Thames, where the lights of Allhallows had recently drifted past, Southend visible to larboard. The ship rocked on the swell, feeling the surge of the North Sea proper, the Nore lightship growing visible in the distance. I very much felt England slipping away like a receding dream as we were swept along by the great river and by the tide of Gilbert Frobisher’s enthusiasm.

The old man, a consummate bachelor with no wife to refine him, dusted the edge of his hand with a great heap of snuff and inhaled hugely through his flared nostrils, eyes watering. He staggered, caught himself, and let fly an immense, shattering sneeze. He dusted the brown wash of spilled snuff from his coat front before tasting the cognac that he poured from a large, cut-crystal decanter. He subsequently poured a generous dram into the several glasses sitting before us, glinting in the lamplight. Looking at us with a piratical squint, he raised the decanter in a general toast and said, “This is old Baccarat glass, gentlemen, one of the few heavy-bodied pieces, very much sought after by the antiques dealers and weighty enough to use as a weapon. This was my grandfather’s decanter, and I’ll drink a toast to the man, by golly. He was a good ’un—turned out of Eton for shameless conduct in 1756—the theft of this very decanter from the provost’s rooms!—and died a hero at Pondicherry three years later on the bloody foredeck of the old Tiger, mowing down Frenchmen with a saber! Cheers!” He drank off a great gulp, as did we all, and God’s grace to his dead grandfather.

“I trust that you gentlemen are in no tearing hurry to fall into your bunks, for the tale I mean to recount will take some time in the telling, and I’ll want to be thorough. Most of what I have to say will be new to you.”

He drew Captain Sawney’s birding log from within his coat and held it up as if it were a piece of evidence. “This log, which those cutthroats have attempted to rob me of twice tonight, came to me by way of a man from Trinity House named Elliot Benson. Benson is a purser by trade, who keeps a tally of wicks and drums of oil and the lighthouse keepers’ stores along the south coast. On one of Benson’s monthly visits to the Belle Tout light, Captain Sawney gave Benson this very log and cautioned him to keep it safe. Benson was to give the log to me, Sawney told him, if anything untoward happened, for I was Sawney’s only living friend. Benson agreed to do so, although he was mystified: Sawney might as easily have given it to me himself on my next visit to the South Downs. Benson was doubly mystified several days later when the Belle Tout light went dark for want of oil and they found Captain Sawney’s shattered body on the beach, his head like a bashed neep.”

Gilbert removed his spectacles and wiped his eyes with a kerchief before tasting his cognac again. “Very shortly the reprehensible Billy Stoddard, the very devil who attacked Tubby and I on Fingal Street this evening, came round to Trinity House in Eastbourne. He was second man at the Dover light, he said, and was looking for a better position. He had heard of the tragic death of Captain Sawney, and could take over instanter. Of course he had heard of Sawney’s death, the infamous villain, for it was he himself who had pushed Sawney from the cliff! Why had he committed the crime? I fully believe that Stoddard knew of this log and of its secret, and that Sawney had refused to give the log up when Stoddard demanded it of him. Stoddard assumed that the log was hidden somewhere roundabout the lighthouse, and he wanted the leisure to search for it. A few days earlier he would have been correct in his assumption, but Benson had the log now, and Stoddard was all to seek.

“On that dark morning at Beachy Head, after Tubby and I gave Stoddard a sound thrashing, he went straight down to Eastbourne and served his notice. It was then that he asked boldly about Captain Sawney’s effects, whether there might have been a book, a birding log lying about. Sawney had promised it to him, Stoddard said, the lying pig. Benson wisely told Stoddard that there was no such thing, and Billy Stoddard went away with his hands empty.

“Two months later, after a tour of the lights along the southern coast, Benson brought Captain Sawney’s log to me in Dicker, and I’m mortal certain that Billy Stoddard followed him, and that he’s been on the trail of the log ever since—hot on the trail, as the American would say, for he nearly had the prize twice this very day. But by God he does not have it, and he won’t have it, and if I have my way I’ll see him swing from a gibbet for the murder of Reginald Sawney.”

Gilbert looked at us darkly and thumped his knuckles on the table. The bow of the ship rose precipitously at this instant, as if the force of his blow had depressed the stern. The ship shuddered for a moment before dropping into the trough of the swell. I was surprised to see through the broad windows the lights of a sizeable city off to starboard—Margate, perhaps, unless we had already rounded the North Foreland; I had no sense of the speed at which we traveled. The White Cliffs would tell the tale when we reached the Strait, but I wouldn’t be awake to see them.

“Now here’s the long and the short of it,” Gilbert said. “Because I’m a birding man, I found Sawney’s log interesting, but for the life of me I couldn’t at first fathom its mystery. I laid the log aside and neglected it again until two months ago when I had the leisure to attend to it in earnest. What I found then was passing curious.”

He opened the log now, turned to an early page, and indicated with his finger a letter that had been crossed out—the first letter B in the entry that read ‘Black bellied whistling duck.’ “It was a simple error immediately rectified, one would suppose,” Gilbert said, “and yet as you can see, there is no discernible error at all, for the identical letter was rewritten at once. Three pages later there were two corrections of the same sort, the E in egret and the N in night heron, each letter marked out and then restored. I began to look for similarly marked out letters, and very quickly discovered the simple message hidden within the log: ‘Beneath the palm,’ the message read—three words comprising fourteen lined-out letters. But what was beneath the palm? And which palm? I was defeated. I pitched the log onto the desktop as if it were a playing card, thus.”

To illustrate he did just that thing with a flick of his wrist, the log slapping down alongside the decorated speaking trumpet and spinning atop the heap of charts. Gilbert waved his hand at it and laughed aloud. There, embossed on the leather cover of the thing, was a simple palm tree, worn flat with rubbing, but visible.

“Watch carefully, gentlemen,” Gilbert said, as if he had been born for the stage. He produced a straight razor, flicked it open, and slipped the keen edge of the blade sideways into the leather cover of the log, then prised apart what was in fact two thin pieces of leather bonded around the perimeter, forming a hidden compartment between. With his thumbs he worked the glued edge loose, retrieving from within three folded sheets of thin vellum, closely written on both sides. He carefully pressed the pages flat, donned a pair of spectacles, and read aloud the very tale with which I began this account: the story of young James Douglas and his ill-fated journey to the island beyond Hispaniola aboard the Celebes Prince.

When he had read it through, he folded the vellum carefully and replaced it within its leather sandwich. From out of the desk he produced a brush and a small glass jar of hide glue with which he carefully dabbed the edges of the leather before pressing the two pieces together again. The birding log, message restored, disappeared once again into his coat.

I for one had little to say. It was an entertaining bit of theatre, but aside from that ball of ambergris, the wild tale of James Douglas was horrible in every regard, a catalogue of bloody violence and death, the story of malicious, unseen spirits that had torn a large sailing vessel to pieces and brought about the death of its crew. I could see no evidence to suppose it was factual aside from the “oath” at the conclusion. I was bold enough to say so at the hazard of doubting the old man. But my doubt didn’t trouble him in the least.

“The tale sounds like a vast exaggeration, surely,” he said. “This boy, this James Douglas, admitted that it seemed very like a dream to him. Perhaps some element of it was a dream: the destruction of the Celebes Prince, for example. Clearly he feared that his flight from the battle was craven. A mad-doctor might suggest that he sought to mitigate his guilt afterward by inventing terrifying evil spirits. But we must all of us admit that the account of the sponge divers and the ambergris has the ring of authenticity. And keep in mind that the Celebes Prince would not have moored off that island if there weren’t some profit in it. I’ll reveal that my perusal of Lloyd’s records shows that the ship was owned by one Jerome Watley, of Bristol, and was lost in 1843 while cruising in just that part of the world.”

Tubby, having noted my hesitation, said, “It’s an adventure, Jack, at the expense of a few weeks’ time. Who cares for the odds? You don’t calculate the odds before crossing the road, and yet every day a dozen people are run down like dogs. I for one mean for us to have a look into that sea cave as well as another glass of this capital brandy.”

“Hear him!” Gilbert said, reaching for the bottle. “And mark this, Jack: Billy Stoddard and his ruffians are believers, and they are not fanciful men.”

The truth in what he said hit home, although it did nothing to rid me of my misgivings. When I searched my mind I discovered that a part of me very much believed in James Douglas and in that ball of ambergris. But if his story were true, then we were tempting fate in our reenactment of the disastrous voyage of the Celebes Prince.

Hasbro was inscrutable, a role he played to perfection. Tubby seemed to be in a high state of anticipation, smacking his lips over the cognac and looking at the rest of us in a madcap sort of way. St. Ives regarded Gilbert openly, and broke the silence by saying, “There are a mort of islands, unless I’m mistaken, in a 200-mile radius around Hispaniola. James Douglas fixed the location with his sextant, but he apparently neglected to note the coordinates in his account, leaving something in the neighborhood of 125,000 square miles of ocean in which the island might hide itself.”

Gilbert smiled at us in a satisfied way, looking from one to the other, nodding his head. “Exactly what I myself feared, sir. But it didn’t stand to reason that Douglas would omit the most vital detail. Without a careful latitude and longitude, the tale is so much air. And so I set myself to scrutinizing the log itself in order to seek out the answer. When I struck upon the yellow-breasted crake—porzana flaviventer—my suspicions were aroused. Sawney had allegedly seen the bird’s eggs in its nest a prodigious number of times—an unlikely number of times. Or else he had made an error, perhaps reversed the numbers—confusing the eggs and the crakes, as it were. ‘Which came first, I asked myself, the crake or the egg?’”

He laughed out loud at this witticism and paused for effect before going on. “But Captain Sawney was not given to error when it came to birds, no, sir. Rest assured, Professor, that this is no wild goose errand, ha, ha! No one but I knows the coordinates, and so it will remain until we drop anchor off the island. At present, suffice it to say that we’ve charted a course in the general direction of Hispaniola on the old Spanish Main. What lies waiting for us on the sea bottom is a mystery to be solved two weeks hence, if the weather treats us with respect.”

We rose as a body, all of us longing for bed after the food, drink, and excitement of the evening. Only Uncle Gilbert seemed fresh. He had set out to astound us with his revelations and had very much succeeded, and he insisted now that we lay our hand atop each others’ hands and recite the old, ‘One for all and all for one,’ oath of the Musketeers—harmless enough, except that it was Gilbert Frobisher to whom we were swearing an oath, it seemed to me. Ah, well, I thought, turning toward the door, God bless the old man and the fabulous ball of ambergris, which, if we had any idea of finding it, must have lain passively on the floor of the tumultuous sea forty-one years since the destruction of the Celebes Prince.

My enforced cheerfulness was altered, however, when I noted something that gave me pause. I pointed at one of the voice pipes, dead center in the row of them. For some reason it was not corked with its whistle. The stopper had been removed and balanced at the outermost edge of the speaking trumpet, which angled upward at something like 45 degrees so that one could give it the ear with a mere nod of the head. The India-rubber flange, which made it watertight when the stopper was fitted into the trumpet, must have provided enough friction to keep it stationary despite the roll of the ship.

“This has all the earmarks of a plot…” I started to say, but St. Ives shook his head to silence me. He picked up the stopper and whistle and thrust it back into its aperture, thus making certain we’d no longer be overheard, if in fact we had been.

“Perhaps you’re correct, Jack,” said St. Ives when it was safe to speak again. “This was quite possibly an intentional oversight meant to allow someone to overhear our discussion.”

“I’m certain that’s not the case,” Gilbert said. “Of course it isn’t. We’re aboard ship, after all, with a hand picked crew. This is no doubt a completely innocent oversight.”

“Hand picked by whom, sir?” Hasbro asked, cutting to the chase in his unadorned fashion. “There was mention of a Mr. Honeywell, who was kind enough to send out Mr. Beasely, the mate. Do you entirely trust Mr. Honeywell, sir?”

“Absolutely, my good fellow. To the death. Honeywell has been a great good friend of mine these past two years. He was kind enough to facilitate the purchase of this very ship when I let him know I was in the market for just such a vessel. He undertook to have her refit, applying himself diligently. It was no mean task, neither. His father was a whaler, you know. Died at sea. Dragged to his doom by a sperm whale when Honeywell was a mere lad.”

“Out of an idle curiosity,” I asked, “how many of the crew are not from Honeywell’s draft?”

“I see what you’re about, Jack—safety in numbers, you’re thinking. I put it at nine, all men I knew from my yachting days in Eastbourne, including the Chief Engineer, Mr. Phibbs, who’s as loyal as a limpet, as are his mates. You need have no fear, Jack, not of the crew nor of Mr. Honeywell. I stand by my friends, Jack, and I count both you and Lucius Honeywell among them.

I considered protesting, but St. Ives followed at once with another attempt, although Gilbert had begun to take on a stormy appearance.

“I apologize for this inquisition, sir, but did Honeywell know of your destination?”

“Only in the most general way, Professor. I might have mentioned Hispaniola, I suppose, but certainly not the name of the island.”

“The island was not named in Douglas’s account, if I remember correctly,” I said. Gilbert smiled at me and pointed at his temple, where the name of the island apparently resided. No doubt he had discovered it as he had the coordinates—in a bird’s nest.

“And did your conversation with Mr. Honeywell run to whales and whaling?” St. Ives asked. “I mean no offense to your friend, sir.”

“No offense taken, I assure you. Our conversation did not rise to the level of particulars, Professor, at least as regards the matter that’s concerning you. I was in need of a diving bell, however, and it was Honeywell who procured one, although the request itself would have conveyed little. The device is currently struck down into the hold. Lucius Honeywell, I’ll say again, is without peer as a gentleman and a man of business.”

“A diving bell,” St. Ives said. “Quite a sensible item, given Mr. Douglas’s description of the death of the two sponge divers. Mr. Honeywell has made himself invaluable, it seems.”

“Exactly what I’ve been telling you. He’s a good man, is Lucius Honeywell, and a happy one, as long as he’s well-paid for his services.”

“And yet bad men might have imposed upon Mr. Honeywell,” Hasbro said, hanging on like a terrier to the dark thread of the conversation.

“Honeywell is too shrewd by half,” Gilbert told him, dismissing the notion with a wave of his hand and very apparently tired of the conversation. “If Honeywell recommends Beasely, then Beasely is a good man as well, as are the others who accompanied him. I could scarcely have found a full crew otherwise—not of seasoned men.”

“Mr. Honeywell particularly recommended Beasely to you, then?” Hasbro asked. But of course Mr. Honeywell had not. Gilbert hadn’t any idea who Beasely was when we had come aboard.

Gilbert sniffed. By now he’d had enough of our doubts. St. Ives assured him that we had every faith in Mr. Honeywell, although the Professor’s eyes implied a different story. Slightly off keel now, figuratively speaking, we went off to our various staterooms to sleep.

My own room, quite commodious, was as elegantly fitted-out as was the chartroom, including a small mahogany bookcase that was stocked with likely looking volumes, some of them impressively dusty and ancient. I chose a weighty tome that expounded upon the pelagic fishes, with fin and scale and bone structures illustrated, accurately measured, and convincingly depicted. Caught up at once in the marvels of the deep, it took me a good sixty seconds to fall into the abyss of sleep.


Chapter 4

Morning Fog

I was jostled awake in the early morning by a man holding a pistol, the muzzle of which was perhaps two feet away from my forehead.

“Out you go, mate,” he said to me, and gestured with the pistol. There was the sound of the ship’s engines, and it felt as if we were moving, although it might have been the heaving of the sea, and there was nothing but fog outside the window. It was daylight without a doubt, but the world beyond the ship was invisible. Morning had come quickly.

I climbed out of bed wearing my nightgown, stupid with sleep. There was the ship’s bell once again, clanging a warning through the murk. Only moments earlier I had been oblivious to it. The man with the pistol was familiar to me: I’d seen him working on deck when we weighed anchor, a man with a heavy, walrus mustache and wearing a striped jersey, a battered felt cap, and with a ragged looking scar across his forehead and a half-shut eye, the result of the same wound.

“You’ll want your trousers, I’ll warrant,” he said.

Indeed I would, whatever my fate. I pulled them on under my night gown and did the same with my shoes before he grew impatient and waved me up the companionway. Out we went into the morning mist, the sea just visible below when the swell washed down the side of the ship. St. Ives and Hasbro were on deck guarded by three men with rifles and pistols, Beasely among them, his pistol in his belt, and so much for the helpful Mr. Honeywell. Beasely clutched Captain Sawney’s birding log in his hand. I took my place beside my friends, began to speak, and was told by Beasely to shut my gob or he’d shut it with a bullet, something I was inclined to believe. Tubby stumbled out onto the deck then along with Gilbert, whose face was a confused muddle.

To my mind there was nothing confusing in any of it. Honeywell’s draft had been made up of pirates. Utterly missing were the crewmen I had noticed during the trip down the Thames—the men whom Gilbert had evidently known. Where were they? Dead in their bunks? Locked into the hold? Pitched overboard? I was moderately certain that I recognized two of the pirates now as having been among the men who capered in the road beyond the fallen cow, despite the balaclavas that had covered their faces. No doubt their goal had been to obtain the birding log if they could. If not, then they would put into play the more devious plan of taking it away from us on the high seas. Gilbert had foiled their chance in Pennyfields, and so we now found ourselves in this desperate strait.

There was a brief break in the fog, and I could see Lizard Point some distance to starboard. I had seen it quite clearly when I sailed to Bayonne on my cousin’s yacht some two years earlier. Perhaps I was wrong about our exact location, but it was certain we must still be in the Channel if there was land to starboard at all.

“Line the fat men up against the railing,” Beasely said. “Billy says that he owes them the favor of murdering them. The rest of this lot can swim for it, lucky bastards.”

I was apparently one of the lucky bastards, if drowning passed as luck. I wasn’t a strong enough swimmer to survive in the cold waters of the Channel, and, given the still-foggy morning, the chance of our being seen by a passing boat was nil, barring a miracle. I noticed now that there was a pirate on a raised platform above us. He stood behind what appeared to be a dozen or so rifle barrels lined up side by side and mounted on a sort of swivel. I hadn’t seen such a thing before, but I knew that Gilbert Frobisher was fond of weaponry, and this was certainly an innovative specimen—a variety of machine-gun, obviously. Gilbert had no doubt envisioned using it to dissuade pirates, but that was another well-laid plan gone to smash.

Two men, both carrying pistols, waved the Frobishers toward the railing, staying well away from them. Tubby was in a dangerous state, I could see that well enough. He would not die passively, and neither would Gilbert, who had recovered from his muddle and glared roundabout him like an adder. I looked for my chance, but there was nothing but suicide in every direction. Would I allow Tubby Frobisher, one of the great friends of my existence, to be blown over the railing with a machine-gun? No, I would not. I was a dead man in any event. When Tubby acted, I would follow suit, and damn the consequences. St. Ives seemed coiled and ready, and I wondered fleetingly if thoughts of Alice and his children would give him pause. I myself thought of Dorothy and was happy she knew nothing of this, and I wished to hell I weren’t in my nightgown.

“Say your prayers, you grass-combing lubbers!” Beasely cried out, his voice croaking with a sick passion. The pirates’ eyes were on Tubby and Gilbert, anxious to see what the weapon might do to them, the filthy swine. I forced myself to watch, for looking away would lessen my chance of being of service to my friends, but my mind was turning upon the question of the coordinates of the island. Was this a bluff, I wondered, to compel Gilbert to reveal the island’s whereabouts?

It was then that I saw a grizzled looking facsimile of a man climb over the railing carrying a wine bottle, apparently having come out of the sea, although he was bone dry. He was bearded like a goat and dressed in long woolen underwear and woolen stockings. His shirt was stained from what must have been a bout of violent puking, and his eyes were red-rimmed, his grey hair hanging lank around his shoulders. God knew who he was, Old Man Ocean, perhaps. I kept my eyes steady and held my breath as he raised the bottle in his hand—a full bottle—and swung it at the head of the pirate who stood at the gun, swung it hard, as if he were intent upon hitting something some distance farther away, and the violence of the blow exploded the bottle against the back of the pirate’s skull with force enough to knock him entirely over the gun and onto the deck, where he lay unmoving.

I realized that I had been hit on the cheek with flying glass, but I scarcely felt the blow, or the spray of wine that accompanied it. The pirates turned as a man, the lot of them shocked into momentary inaction, and the newcomer—our bedlamite savior—stood alone at the weapon and swiveled it toward Beasely and the two men who stood with him. The three bolted, scuttling and diving away. If they had leapt to the railing beside Tubby and Gilbert, they might have saved themselves, at least for the moment, but they were too confounded by the sight of that insidious looking gun. I saw Tubby garrote the nearest pirate with his forearm and elbow and lever him straight back over the railing and into the sea, which was to the man’s great good luck, for at that instant there came a rapid series of explosions from the barrels of the gun. Beasely was shockingly cut to pieces, as was a pirate who fled toward the stern. Another pirate jerked three times as the bullets hit him, but still he managed to leap overboard. Someone latched onto my arm and yanked me downward, and I very nearly lashed out with my fist before I realized that it was St. Ives, and that my friends were clearing away, back along the edge of the galley, Tubby dragging Uncle Gilbert along by main force. There was another burst, and then abruptly the firing ceased, and yet we stayed where we were, listening to a deep silence, save for the shouting from someone out on the sea and the ghastly whimpering of a pirate who lay on the deck with his leg nearly severed.

Time had been passing with uncanny, dreamlike slowness, although the blood running into the collar of my nightshirt, the growing pain along my cheek, and the ringing in my ears were real enough. The grey-haired spectre of a man stepped away from the gun and spat over the side. He nodded at Gilbert—not by way of a greeting, but as if to say, “Do you see what comes of playing pirate?”

Although he stood not two feet from me, Gilbert’s voice made its way only dimly into my ears: “It’s Captain Deane, by God,” he said.

And that was our first introduction to the mad Captain Deane, necessarily a brief introduction, for I quickly found myself helping to carry the wounded pirate below decks—three of us, actually, Hasbro and I taking his head and feet, St. Ives supporting his leg, which was pouring blood. The sickbay was a disused cabin with an operating table, a chest full of medicines and another with surgical instruments, although we had no surgeon to speak of, barring Hasbro. I knew that Hasbro had skill in that line, but had no idea how much skill. I held the insensible man flat against the table lest he come-to while Hasbro removed the leg, cutting the flesh, sawing the already shattered bone cleanly, and then sewing away like a tailor, aided by St. Ives, both of them working proficiently and steadily while I sweated and sickened at the reek of blood, passing out before the deed was finished.

I found myself lying upon the deck, staring at the ceiling, and was given a glass of brandy to help my stomach and spirits by a seaman in a bright red cotton shirt and wearing a crushed bowler hat with a curved brim, which was discolored by dirty grease. He turned out to be Phibbs, the Chief Engineer, sent down at the behest by Mr. Frobisher to make sure I wasn’t dead. The wounded pirate still lay on the table, and the ground below it was awash with blood. I saw the rise and fall of his chest. The severed leg had disappeared.

The ship’s bell began to clang as I poured the brandy down my throat. I thanked Phibbs and stood up much improved, climbing to the deck where several hands, recently released from the place they’d been locked away, had evidently been swabbing the decks, scouring the blood away with water and sand. They stood at the railing looking to larboard now, the fog having lifted, just a thin mist like cloud drift remaining. A square-rigged sloop lay some distance away, rolling on the swell. It had lowered a boat, which had picked up two of the pirates, both of them lucky to be alive. Three dead men floated some forty or fifty from the Nancy Dawson, and the severed leg half as far away. The boat was just then drawing up alongside the sloop, the men within it making haste to gain the relative safety of the larger craft, where the villain Billy Stoddard stood at the railing as bold as Satan, regarding us. I counted six cannon, with two men at each. The guns couldn’t sink us, perhaps, with our iron hull, but they could cut up the cabins easily enough—or the crew if we remained on deck—and if a well-aimed shot dismounted Captain Deane’s machine gun, we couldn’t reply in kind, which would be a great danger if they decided to board us when the fog returned.

They would need the wind in the right quarter to accomplish that, however, whereas we needed nothing more than several tons of coal and a scoop shovel, both of which we possessed. We could do as we pleased, and I saw that we were drawing away from each other already, or rather we were drawing away from the sloop, under power. The sloop was apparently quite willing to be quit of us. ‘Live to fight another day,’ I thought. I’d had enough fighting, to tell you the truth, on this day or any other. Gilbert sat in a deck chair, trying to look game, but appearing ten years older now than he had appeared to be last night when he was regaling us with the story of Captain Sawney’s log. He was no Captain Ahab who would chase his nemesis across the seven seas. His one goal was to fish up that ball of ambergris, and he was satisfied to be moving westward once again.

* * *

“She’s a Nordenfelt gun, is what she is,” Captain Deane told us, somewhat drunkenly, as we ate what Gilbert alleged was a light midday meal: toasted cheese to whet the appetite, beef in red wine with lardoons of bacon, a gratin of lobster, heavy with mushrooms and grated cheese, and a blood pudding that I won’t dwell on here. The peg-legged cook, an old Scotsman whose unlikely name was Lazarus MacLean, and who had been a sail maker in his youth before his leg was taken off by a cannonball, was lavish with all things unctuous. It was one o’clock in the afternoon, and we were long out of sight of land, the sky blue above us, the swell moderate, and the decks shipshape aside from the holes blasted into various structures by the infamous Nordenfelt gun, a prodigy of modern warfare. The carpenter would soon put it right, however. We could hear the sound of his hammering and sawing even as we worked through the various dishes.

Captain Deane and Gilbert Frobisher wore the masks of comedy and tragedy between them. Captain Deane had awakened that morning to find himself locked into his cabin, from which he had extricated himself in the eleventh hour in order to come to our bloody rescue. The villain Beasely had become the biter bit, and Captain Deane and the Nordenfelt gun had done the biting. The Captain was the hero of the hour, and the fact of his previous night’s drunkenness had become a decided virtue. Gilbert, on the other hand, was morose. The birding log was lost: far better had it been destroyed. And perhaps it had. Perhaps Beasely had flung it over the gunnel in his death throes, in which case it lay on the bottom of the ocean, and no great loss. Or perhaps one of the survivors had rescued it, in which case… The coordinates of the island were safely lodged in Gilbert Frobisher’s head. What was lodged by now in Billy Stoddard’s head was a mystery.

Captain Deane mixed another bowl of shrub, a pleasant enough summer drink, although I had been watering mine, being desirous of remaining sober at least into the evening. The Captain was criminally liberal with the rum, and he grew more voluble with each glass, his face developing a ruddy glow as his features sagged. “The gun can shoot three thousand rounds in just a trifle over three minutes,” he said. “Aye, gentlemen, and can keep on shooting them, if there’s bullets enough and the barrels don’t melt. At close range…” At this point the carpenter and his mate were silent, and we heard the keening of the one-legged pirate, who had awakened and discovered what had befallen him. After a few moments he fell blessedly silent.

Captain Deane shook his head. There was no pressing need for him to continue, for we had seen what his gun could do at close range. “He can take out a cook’s warrant if he ain’t dead,” Gilbert said, referring to the pirate. “Lazarus MacLean stands witness to that.”

We rose together from the table now, the swimming remnants of the blood pudding encouraging us to take the air. And it was taking the air that occupied most of my waking hours for the pleasant, unvarying days that followed, during which time I submerged myself in the cephalopoda, and was thrilled, as you might imagine, when we found ourselves in tropical waters at last. On that first dark night the one-legged pirate died of his ghastly wound, despite Hasbro’s careful attention. He had never reawakened after that long, mournful howl. We wrapped him in a sheet with pig iron at his feet, said a prayer over him, and slid him through the scupper into the sea. Our island was near at hand, Gilbert told us. We would make landfall tomorrow evening, half our journey complete.

Some distance north and east of Hispaniola, hours before dawn, I arose and wandered out alone into the warm night air. The sliver of moon sailed just above the horizon, and the sky was a wonder of stars. To my vast surprise, the dark ocean was abruptly illuminated, as if Neptune had switched on a thousand small, moving lamps, and I stood dumbfounded at the railing as we motored slowly through a vast school of luminescent squid. We soon left them behind, a golden cloud just beneath the surface of the sea, and I returned to my cabin in a strangely wistful mood, wishing mightily that Dorothy were beside me.


Chapter 5

The Spirit of the Island

The dark, volcanic smoke rising from the nameless island was visible against the blue sky long before the island itself arose from the sea. When it did, it was revealed to be little more than the volcano standing alone in the vastness—its coal-black side rising steeply along the eastern shore, but cut away along the western edge, where it became a bowl enclosing a riot of jungle growth. We motored around the island as the sun declined, and cast our anchor on the leeward side, in the shade of the mountain, grateful for the cool of evening. There was the smell of brimstone on the air, unpleasantly sulphuric.

A deep rumbling was audible when the ship’s engines were throttled, sometimes loud rumbling, sometimes muted, and I at first took it to be the sound of the distant surf breaking over the reefs. St. Ives suggested that it was the uneasy muttering of the active volcano, and he pointed out the orange glow of a thin line of molten lava that wormed along a high ridge, something I had mistaken for the last rays of the setting sun. As darkness descended there was a vivid spewing out of glowing embers and sparks that made flaming trails across the sky, very much like fireworks on Guy Fawkes Night, and the sides of the mountain were alive with fires, flaring up and then slowly dying as they cooled. In time the mountain fell quiet. The embers winked away, the night was silent aside from the distant sound of the surf, and the island became a deep black shadow against the stars. The stream of lava had flowed over the edge of the cone now and was tracing its way down the mountainside at a leisurely pace, immolating forest trees along the edge of the bowl.

Gilbert had deliberately dropped the anchor out of sight of the sea cave. We would look into it tomorrow morning at the appointed time, he said as we stood at the rail. “It wouldn’t do to appear greedy,” he told us. “It’s my idea that the ravenous desire of the Captain of the Celebes Prince offended the spirit of the island, and that the Captain and his crew paid for the insult with death and disaster.”

“The spirit of the island?” I asked, failing to mask the doubtful tone in my voice.

“Yes, indeed,” Gilbert said, gesturing at the night-dark island and tipping me a wink. “There are more things on earth, Jacky, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” It was nonsense, of course (not the bit from Hamlet, but the very idea of irritated spirits) but then most of us believe in some sort of nonsense, much of it more pernicious than this. His belief, after all, wouldn’t call the spirit into being, or so I hoped.

“This is a stoutly built craft, Jack,” Tubby put in. “What do you say, Uncle? We haven’t placed our lives in the hands of pig iron and knacker’s glue, I daresay?”

“No, sir,” Gilbert said, “we have not. The Nancy Dawson’s hull was reinforced with steel H-beams of the highest quality during her refitting. Rolled steel, gentlemen—the Bessemer process, but triple-refined. I won’t commit the stupidity of making needless claims in the event that the fates are listening, but she won’t fail us. No indeed.”

For a moment I was afraid that Hasbro would mention Honeywell again as regards the refitting, but he did not. He merely nodded his head in appreciation. There was a brief spurt of glowing cinders from the mountain now, which called on our attention.

“Will you reveal the name of the island?” St. Ives asked. “It would do no harm, perhaps, to utter it aloud now that we’re anchored off its very shores.”

“No harm indeed, Professor. She is known as Santa Lusca, although you won’t find the name on any charts, I assure you. I’ve made a study of it.” He pitched the butt of his cigar into the sea at this juncture, which was followed immediately by the soft splash of a fish rising to feed.

“I don’t recall seeing Santa Lusca in the hagiography,” Hasbro said. Perhaps Santa Lucia…?”

“Not a bit of it. The island of Santa Lucia lies amid the Lesser Antilles, some distance to the south and east. Santa Lusca it is. She’s a pagan saint, I shouldn’t wonder, and in this part of the world, all the more potent.”

The electric deck lights were illuminated at that moment, shockingly bright, and the island disappeared from our view. Immediately there sounded the loud wheezing and clacking din of the great, fat, steam crane, manipulated by Phibbs, who, to my amazement, had begun the process of hoisting into the air a rectangular piece of the superstructure of the deck, something over twenty feet in length and half as broad. On it sat objects covered with tarpaulins that were fastened down with battens. The craft—for that’s what the thing was—swung out over the railing and descended toward the calm sea, where it was warped in alongside the ship and drawn tight against fenders made of canvas bags filled with cork. The whole process was wonderfully efficient, and I was reminded that it was easy to underestimate Gilbert Frobisher, who had been a stupendously successful magnate in the smelting business and was a great authority on birds. There was no reason to assume that he was incompetent in the current venture. Before the Nancy Dawson had sailed from Eastbourne, he’d had Phibbs and his men enact this very exercise until they were utterly efficient. Two men removed the battens and canvas now, which revealed a ship’s wheel, a boiler, oven and engine, and a second, smaller crane. It was nothing less than a motorized, twin-screw scow, built along the lines of the common lighters that swarmed around the London docks.

A broad deck-hatch, moments ago hidden by the scow, swung back on its iron hinges, revealing the diving bell standing in a section of the lower hold. In its turn the bell rose at the behest of the crane and was swung over the side and deposited neatly onto the scow, which settled a strake but bore the weight effortlessly.

“The bell is built on the principles of the Edmond Halley design, if I’m not mistaken,” St. Ives shouted over the noise.

“Yes, sir,” Gilbert replied as we walked aft. “The fresh air is driven into it by a Porter-Allen engine designed on the latest principles, with a reserve engine by way of safety. But it will amaze you, Professor, to learn that the bell is fabricated out of aluminium—built at the Carnforth Ironworks at no little expense. It’s comparatively light, which is its primary virtue, but can descend to a hundred fathoms without danger.”

“And it’s fit out with windows all the way around,” Tubby put in, “for the amusement of the passengers, which, by the way, will not include me. I’d sooner do battle with an elephant than descend beneath the surface of the ocean.”

“I’m ashamed to say that I share Tubby’s phobia,” Gilbert said. “But I’m happy to say that the sharks mentioned by James Douglas are similarly disinclined to leave their watery world.” He looked at me over the top of his spectacles now. “You need have no fear that they’ll clamber into the bell with you, Jack.”

There was more such talk over food and drink in the chart room, with the renewed rumbling of the volcano and the clatter of work on deck as an intermittent backdrop. Gilbert regaled us with further descriptions of his removable holds, the broad, top hatch of the mid-ship hold weighted with the bulk of the scow. “I have half a mind,” Gilbert said, “to fill the hold with Jamaican rum in the spirit of the Celebes Prince, but I’ll forego it if we fetch up that ball of ambergris. I’m not a greedy man, after all.” And then, after a pause, he said in a loud voice, “Mark me, lads. I am not a greedy man, nor ever was.” He winked then, having foxed the fates.

The fabled spirit of the island was very much on my mind as I lay in my bunk that night. Through the cabin window I could see the volcano spewing embers, the slopes alive once again, the bright orange leaping and jumping, the stream of molten lava having increased to something like a river.

* * *

Dawn saw us anchored along the steep eastern shore, with the dark mouth of the sea cave clearly visible in the morning twilight, just as James Douglas had described it. The ocean was serene, or something like it, with only a slight surge lapping against the reef that sheltered the small bay. I had the uneasy feeling that something was pending, however. The breeze blew out of the northeast, rippling the surface of the ocean. The volcano rumbled ominously and belched smoke and ash along with showers of glowing cinders and stone. I’ve never been to war, thank Heaven, but it seemed to me that we were in the last moments of preternatural calm before a great battle.

Gilbert and Tubby joined me at the railing now, Tubby carrying a basket of sandwiches and a metal flask of strong, hot coffee, which went down gratefully with the makeshift breakfast, the remainder of which I was under orders to give to St. Ives, already busy within the diving bell. Tubby wore his ridiculous Bollinger hat with the peacock feathers. Gilbert was in a rare state, his face lit by the rose tinted sunlight, giving the appearance of a bemused devil. He chased a mouthful of bread and meat down his gullet with a swig of coffee and said to me, “It’s a fitting morning for the work we do, Jack, the ocean easy on the one hand, and the island uneasy on the other. It’s the sort of balance that’s much sought after in the Orient, where the lowest scullery boy is a philosopher. I envy you, Jacky, surely I do, sailing into the midst of glory aboard the scow while I languish aboard ship. That sort of glory is very nearly gone out of the world.”

His words were punctuated by a frightful explosion from the volcano, which blew out a patch of rock the size of a rugby pitch, enormous boulders flying far out into the ocean, sending up plumes of water like a pod of whales. A wide river of lava poured out of the breech in the mountainside and flowed downward toward the sea. “Let’s pray that the mountain doesn’t throw stones in our direction,” I said with an uneasy laugh, my mind damning all glory to hell.

“These volcanoes are perpetually up to such capers,” Gilbert said. “I’ve studied the creatures. They disgorge a bit of their innards to relieve the pressure, you see, rather like a good vomit after a heavy meal. She’ll rest easier now. You can depend upon it, Jack.” He smiled unconvincingly and looked at his chronometer. “We should be about our business, however. I suspect that we haven’t seen the last of our friend Billy Stoddard. It would have been best if we had simply rammed the sloop when we met him off the Lizard, but there had been too much slaughter, and it wasn’t in my heart to do it—a weakness, perhaps. But there’ll be no such weakness if he makes a second attempt. No, sir. In three hours time I intend to leave this corner of the ocean. I mean to stop in Kingston tomorrow evening in order to look up a woman I knew in my youth, a Miss Bracken, very comely, or once was. I don’t speak biblically, of course, when I say that I knew her, although if my luck is in perhaps that’ll change, eh?”

He mopped his brow with a kerchief, for the morning was already warm. “Once you lads are moored beneath the island, Jack, Phibbs will extinguish all lamps, and you’ll wait for the sun in the darkness, just as in Douglas’s account. There’s less chance of…attracting unwarranted attention that way.” He winked, turned about, and descended via a portable companionway to the deck of the scow, which was crowded. Tubby and I followed him, the phrase unwarranted attention, circulating in my mind. I was suddenly anxious to be underway, if only to get the thing done. Waiting has never agreed with me.

Phibbs stood ready to cast off. Gilbert shouted something to him, took a look around, nodded with apparent satisfaction, and went back up the companionway to the deck of the steamer. Hasbro, wearing duck trousers rolled up at the ankles and a straw wide-awake hat, shoveled coal into the furnace, which was pouring smoke. There was a ruckus on the deck of the steamer, where four pike-carrying crewmen warded off imaginary boarders. Captain Deane’s head was just visible above the Nordenfelt gun, as bloody-minded in his way as the pirates had been.

I saw St. Ives through one of the bell’s windows, the bell itself hanging suspended from a davit on the end of the crane, tethered by chain along which ran an air-hose, which would be our source of both fresh air and pressure, although if all went well we would scarcely need more than a modicum of fresh air; either the ambergris would be there or it would not be. A speaking tube ran along beside the air-hose. From the bottom of the bell descended a large, globe-shaped mechanical claw, which opened now and descended into the sea. Up it came again, closed up and dripping water, and then opening and closing again as St. Ives familiarized himself with the controls of the device. The talons of the claw, if you will, were heavily padded in order to protect our prize. Below the bell, set into the deck of the scow, lay a round sheet of glass through which I could see fish swimming below—no doubt a way for Phibbs to find the ambergris in order to position the bell atop it.

The lot of us were taking a myriad of things on faith, it seemed to me, but at this juncture there was no more sensible way to take them. In for a penny, in for a pound, I thought—many tens of thousands of pounds if you were Gilbert Frobisher. I said a temporary adieu to Tubby and then hauled myself into the bell by way of a short ladder, which I pulled in after me, and sat on the padded leather seat, my feet on the foot rail and the mechanical claw hovering just above our foreheads in the top. Attached to the walls were two long, brass viewing tubes, devices that would allow one to see directly beneath the bell, where, for want of a window, the view would be least clear. It was cool and damp, the atmosphere having a muffling effect on the ears and also on the mechanical noise of the engine. St. Ives and I could hear each other clearly.

“Do you suppose it’ll be there?” I asked him.

“I do not,” he said. “It’s wildly implausible that it could have found its way back into the stony depression that had been its home. Once the Indian divers dropped it, it would have been at the mercy of the surge and the tides and very soon swept out into the open ocean. Little do I care for ambergris, Jack, although certainly it’s a curious phenomenon. As for its value, however, purchasing and fitting out the Nancy Dawson in this extravagant manner must have consumed far more than the treasure is worth, even if it still lies where it lay forty years past, which beggars possibility. We’re simply men on a holiday, I’m afraid.”

Abruptly we were underway. The bell gave a lurch, and I grabbed onto one of the holdfasts at the edge of the window to my right as we swayed on the davit. “I’m of a like mind,” I told St. Ives, “and now that we’re here on this holiday, or better yet, fool’s errand—I don’t speak of Gilbert Frobisher, mind you—I find that I don’t like it a bit. I’m not a superstitious man, but there’s something damned odd about this place, or perhaps simply damned. The volcano doesn’t account for it.”

“I take your meaning, and of course James Douglas felt the same thing.”

“He was a mere lad, however,” I said. “I’m supposed to have outgrown such fears.”

“Nonsense,” St. Ives told me. “Over the past year my own mind has been quite altered from its formerly rational view of things, and I find that I now have a higher regard for much of what we mistakenly call superstition. Do you recall the name of this island?”

“Santa Lusca,” I said, “not to be confused with Santa Lucia.”

“The name is in itself interesting. I’ve seen it now and then in accounts of this part of the world, many of those accounts evidently fabulous. Gilbert’s notion of an island spirit has some basis in local legend, although perhaps he’s unaware of it, but is merely giving voice, as you are, to a sensation that he cannot define.”

The dark, half-circle of the cave was drawing closer, sunlight sparkling on the small bay before it, although the sky was growing hazy with smoke and ash from the volcano. The Nancy Dawson lay at anchor some distance behind us now—farther than I would have thought possible in such a brief span of time. “Of what basis do you speak?” I asked.

“Local tales, apparently of native origin, concerning a large sea creature referred to as a ‘Lusca,’ quite feared by the natives of these islands. There’s an improbably deep trench cutting through this part of the ocean, you know. No less a luminary than Lord Kelvin himself took soundings in the vicinity of Andros Island some fifteen years ago. He played out 2,000 meters of weighted piano wire and failed to find the bottom. I’ve often wondered what might live in the never-ending darkness of those abyssal depths. Megalodon, perhaps, or plesiosaurs, or cephalopods of a size that one sees only in dreams.”

“You dream of cephalopods?”

“Regularly, however…”

Our conversation ended abruptly, for we ourselves were cast into darkness, the sea cave swallowing us. An electric lamp on the bow switched on, illuminating the cavern and irritating the sea birds nesting in the walls, although their protests were mostly lost in the engine noise. Phibbs and Tubby lowered anchors fore and aft in order to stabilize the scow, an easy enough task given the utterly calm water, and then Phibbs extinguished the bow light in order to avoid attracting the attention of…what?

We settled down in the twilight to wait out the sun. Before two minutes had passed, the island shook bodily, and a shower of rock pinged off the bell just over our heads. I could see the silhouettes of Phibbs, Tubby, and Hasbro hurrying to clear away debris, tossing chunks of rock over the side. It seemed as if the great god Lusca might dwell in the heart of the island rather than in the deeps of the sea.

To distract myself I searched for and discovered the window in the rock wall of the cavern. It glowed faintly, but with a slowly rising intensity as the sun made its way up the sky. The men on deck were more than mere silhouettes now. We were moving at last: the bell swung out over the side, paused, and then swung back a trifle. We gazed downward at the water, into which we would soon plunge, but I could make out little beneath the surface. After another long moment we jerked into downward motion, descending slowly. Cool, tinny smelling air whooshed into the bell, and very quickly seawater climbed the interior wall as if to drown us, which was more than a little unnerving.

St. Ives was as placid as a clam, however. “There it stops,” he said, nodding downward, and I saw that it was true—the water had had apparently reached equilibrium and had ceased to rise, at least for the moment.

Both of us removed the viewing tubes from their mounts and dipped the broad end into the water, the sea bottom springing into clarity through the lens. As we descended I watched the living sea beneath us, the play of sunlight over the shifting landscape, the fading of colors in the depths. Fishes swam around the coral growths and volcanic rock—parrotfish and grouper that I recognized from the books in my cabin. Clouds of bright blue damselfish darted in and out of the corals along with yellow seahorses and black triggerfish. Several immense barracuda—nasty looking characters, pirates to a man—regarded us from a distance. A queue of foot-length squid hovered below the bell, their enormous eyes watching us carefully. They shifted away in a body in order to give us room as we passed, never looking away from us but rotating together to keep us in sight. And then, on the instant, they wheeled around like a flock of starlings and shot away into the distance, as if on an urgent errand.

We were thirty feet from the sea floor when we saw it: Gilbert Frobisher’s ball of ambergris, perfectly immense.


Chapter 6

The Treasure Trove

Below us, just slightly outside the circumference of the bell, stood several giant sea fans, waving in the slow current, exposing and then hiding the great ivory ball of ambergris, just as James Douglas had described it.

“Four feet to starboard,” St. Ives said into the speaking tube. We scarcely felt the shift, but found ourselves drifting until we were directly over our prize, at which point St. Ives called, “Stop.” We halted perhaps six feet from the seabed, above the white coral stones and sea fans that surrounded our prize. My eyes, as you can imagine, were on that ball of ambergris. Gilbert hadn’t exaggerated its size or the lustrous purity of its ivory color. It lay within the stones like a small moon that had fallen from the heavens.

“It’s found its way back to its nest,” I said, noting that the ring of stone around it looked very like a purposefully constructed enclosure.

“Curious, indeed,” St. Ives said, the implausible having come to pass. “It shares the nest with other foreign objects, if I’m not mistaken.”

“A broken cutlass,” I said, spotting the encrusted blade and pommel lying next to the ambergris. “And a mantel clock with the face of a moon.” The clock looked as if it might have been plucked out of a captain’s cabin yesterday. Beside the clock lay a small, iron-bound chest, open and half full of sand with what appeared to be a crystal sugar basin partly buried. Unlike the cutlass, the sugar basin had apparently only begun to be encrusted with sea life, although clearly it had sat on the sea bottom longer than the clock. Impossibly, the basin was crammed full of the heads of Punch and Judy dolls, the paint having faded and chipped, but the heads still recognizable to anyone who has seen a puppet show.

“I believe that I make out the blade of a halberd,” St. Ives said, “no doubt several hundred years old, and mingled with items that might have been added to the collection a month ago.”

“Just so,” I said. “Collection is the salient term. Very like a child’s treasure, combed from the sea floor. What do you make of it?”

“I can make nothing of it, Jack. There is no rational explanation.”

“The irrational then?”

“Some sentient creature has collected these things and deposited them here for safe-keeping.”

I couldn’t argue with the idea, although it was profoundly strange and unlikely. To my surprise I discovered that my doubts and fears had quite fled away, replaced by an avid curiosity. My admiration for Gilbert Frobisher had arisen a considerable degree. “Clearly we must take the ambergris,” I said, “but to my mind we should let the rest of the collection lie.”

“Agreed,” St. Ives said. “I very much wish that we had brought something to leave in exchange. This feels like common thievery.” He manipulated the retractor now, the claw opening and descending toward the ambergris. He worked with immense patience and concentration, not trusting entirely to the India rubber pads, and having no desire to chip so much as a fragment from the ocean-washed orb. The claw closed over it at last, and I let out my breath, which I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. The claw retracted, simple as you please, and rose back into the bell, sucking sand and debris from the sea floor and exposing further treasures that had been hidden by the ambergris, including a number of human skulls, although the lot of it was immediately obscured by the swirling sand and languidly moving sea fans. The entrapped ambergris passed before my eyes, hanging suspended at last within the dome. The venture had gone forward with uncanny smoothness.

“We’ve got it,” St. Ives said into the tube, with a tone of excitement that was slightly more elevated than one would expect of a man on a holiday. Up we went, the sea bottom receding below us.

“Here’s to success,” I said, nodding at St. Ives. In that moment a great, long shadow crossed the window, and I instantly regretted my words, which were rash in the extreme. The shadow revealed itself to be the dark bulk of a hammerhead shark, startlingly heavy of body and perhaps nineteen or twenty feet long. It nosed into the ring of stones, shook itself, and moved on. Was it the owner, I wondered, of the strange treasure? And what would it do when it discovered that the collection had been disturbed? I realized then that the air was darkening again, the sun having crossed the window and moved on.

“We’ve an interested shark, Mr. Phibbs,” St. Ives said into the speaking tube, and almost at once we accelerated in our ascent. The shark angled downward again, swimming away from us, and then turned and came lazily back along the sea bottom. The surface of the ocean seemed to me to be appallingly distant, and very quickly it disappeared from view, the cavern having fallen into twilight.

“Certainly we’re safe within the bell,” I said, at a point when the creature was nearly below us. It gave a sharp jerk, and then rushed upward at an incredible speed, its eyes visible on the tips of the strange, flattened hammer that was its head. I let out a cry, jerked my feet from their perch on the foot rail, and flung them onto the seat, wafering myself against the wall. St. Ives did the same, just as the monster burst from the water, its head and upper body virtually filling the center of the bell, its great jaws snapping, its mouth lined with serrated teeth. Its hammer-like nose banged against the brass claw, knocking the ball of ambergris upward. St. Ives threw up an arm to steady it—grace under pressure, it seemed to me even then—and the shark fell away backward.

We soon found ourselves dangling in the air again, safe at last, still rising, the sound of the engine filling our ears after the undersea silence. There was a powerful rumble then, masking even the engine noise, and once again the air was full of debris clattering against the aluminum shell in which we sat. We swung inward, and Phibbs set us down jarringly on the deck, where things were moving forward in a terrible hurry. Already the anchors were coming in, and Hasbro once again shoveled coal into the orange mouth of the furnace, working in a determined hurry. Phibbs, who was signaling our success to the ship with a colored flag, apparently meant for us to remain in the bell, where we were comparatively safe and out of the way. The scow set out, its wake roiling over the rocks of the cavern behind us, sea birds fleeing away overhead, and we were out into the open air and daylight, such as it was, for the smoky sky was the color of a bruise now. Rock tumbled down the steep cliffs, flinging up spray when they struck the sea roundabout us.

Another good vomit, I thought, Gilbert’s bit of nonsense coming into my mind. It would be a near-run thing if the volcano were seriously sick at the stomach, which it surely seemed to be. The tide was particularly low: the shelf of rocks that protected the bay stood three feet out of the water, which was stained an odd sepia color now, the sun glaring through the cloudy reek of the volcano, which was spewing stones, cinders, and ash as if it were engaged in a battle. Fortunately for us, the discharge was mostly on the windward side, although God knew how long our luck would hold.

I watched one such explosion very near the headland, marveling at the force of the thing, although my attention immediately shifted when the bowsprit and top-hamper of a sloop sailed into view—Billy Stoddard’s sloop that we had last seen disappearing into the fog—pelting along on the freshening wind now, barely avoiding the shower of rock flung from the volcano. I looked out toward the Nancy Dawson, which was apparently moving away from us. “Where on earth are they going?” I asked aloud, with rather more emotion than I intended.

“I believe that Gilbert means to engage the enemy,” St. Ives said, “and is endeavoring to bring the Nordenfelt gun to bear on their flank. Or perhaps he means simply to run them down, although he risks being boarded in the process. He has a great amount to lose at this juncture, and we’re in a suitably empty tract of ocean. He can sink the sloop out of hand and no one the wiser.”

St. Ives and I sat entombed within our bell, mere onlookers as the scow set out to sea. Phibbs, of course, had no idea of allowing the pirates to take us, which would interfere with Gilbert’s designs. There was a hellish, foreboding cast to the air now, and the sea roiled roundabout us, waterweeds and dead fish upwelling from the deeps. I wondered at Gilbert playing monkey games with the sloop when the more fearful enemy was the volcano itself, or so I thought in my ignorance.

The sloop fired the cannon in her bow, a spray of spark and smoke that was a mere popgun against the volcanic turmoil. Where the ball fell I couldn’t see, but it didn’t bother the Nancy Dawson, which was more distant by the moment, maneuvering so as to use her motive power to advantage. The sloop had run clear of the island now and had the sea room to do some maneuvering of her own. It was dead clear that she meant to pass between the scow and the Nancy Dawson. The scow was slow, and the open deck left it utterly vulnerable to the sloop’s guns. Either Gilbert must take the sloop very soon, or the sloop would take the scow with its five hostages and its ball of ambergris…

And then the sloop stopped dead in its flight as if she’d run headlong into an invisible wall. Her masts swayed dangerously, righted themselves, and then for a long moment she simply stood still in the water before careering forward once more. Simultaneously her bow twisted away to port and the foresail was torn away along with a mass of rigging. She jerked to a stop once again, although she wasn’t still by any means, but shuddered and quivered bodily, the sea churning roundabout her. “She’s struck a reef!” I said to St. Ives.

“No, by Heaven!” he said. “Look there, at the foremast. The bane of the Celebes Prince! Pray to God that Gilbert sees it!”

What I saw—and there was no disbelieving it—was a great tentacle rising from the sea, twenty, thirty feet and still rising, followed by a second tentacle, like undulating tree trunks. The spirit of the island, a giant octopus—monstrously large—had been stirred from the its lair in the hidden depths of the sea. The first tentacle wrapped itself around the foremast, the second gripped the bowsprit. There was the sharp sound of rending timbers, and the bowsprit snapped off like a matchstick, followed immediately by the foremast, both of them cast into the sea along with spars and sails and rigging in a tangled mass. The cannon in the bow was swept away in turn, rolling off the shattered foredeck on its carriage, the iron weight of it hauling the floating debris under the surface.

The volcano blasted out another salvo of glowing rock now, and several flaming chunks fell onto the deck in the center of the sloop. The mainmast and its sails simply burst into flame from the intense heat of the molten rock. Men leapt from the deck as the monster hauled itself up the port side of the ship, so that we saw its great, domed mantle rising until its enormous eyes were revealed. I saw Billy Stoddard then—a brave man in his way, although a monster himself—exhorting four crewmen to rally round, to train a cannon on the beast. But the creature that threatened them was inconceivably massive, a living horror, come up out of the depths of Lord Kelvin’s bottomless trench, perhaps disturbed by the erupting volcano, perhaps out of anger at the meddling of human beings within its domain. The cannon were pitiful things, and the fearful pirates abandoned them and leapt over the starboard rail into the midst of flaming wreckage and almost certain death. Alone on the deck, Stoddard was driven toward the bow by the heat, which must at any moment ignite the powder room and destroy the ship.

The octopus swept the deck one last time with a departing tentacle. Debris flew, the burning mast tilted and fell, and the retreating tentacle plucked up Billy Stoddard by the neck where he stood teetering indecisively over the sea, raising him high into the air. A second tentacle gripped Stoddard around the waist, and the monster quite simply tore his head off, a spray of blood flying from the severed neck. With a curl of its tentacle, the octopus tucked the head beneath its mantel, rearing back and grasping it in its terrible beak, and then crushing it and swallowing it before disappearing into the sea carrying Stoddard’s headless corpse.

Very shortly it reappeared, clambering up onto the reef that sheltered the bay and the sea cave, uncomfortably close to our scow. The creature sat watching us. Gravity flattened its great mantle, which looked something like an immense, drooping balaclava now. It clutched the headless Billy Stoddard as if he were a turkey leg, and, with a look of great relish, tucked Stoddard into its open, yard-wide beak, and snipped him in half at the waist, his innards spilling out as the torso disappeared into the creature’s maw.

Horrified, I looked away, just as the sloop exploded in a shower of shattered spars and timbers, the blasted hull quickly sinking as we watched, leaving only floating debris and the tip of the mizzenmast with a ragged scrap of black pennant still attached to the wreckage and marking its grave. The octopus finished its supper, slithered backward off the reef, and disappeared into the sea.


Chapter 7

The First Wonder of the Natural World

We motored at full speed toward the Nancy Dawson now. Gilbert had apparently witnessed the destruction of the sloop, and the steamer was lying to, waiting for us. The great crane swung slowly out over the side, making ready to haul us in. Gilbert stood beside it shouting through the decorated speaking trumpet from the chart room and waving us on, unnecessarily exhorting us to make haste. Captain Deane sat at the Nordenfelt gun, swiveling this way and that, on the lookout for the reappearance of the monster.

The death of the sun had cast the world in a perpetual, hellish twilight, which lent the morning a doomful air. My mind was fixed on the wild fear that the octopus would take us next, we having meddled with its ball of ambergris and otherwise disturbed its treasure. It could pluck up the bell with the tip of a tentacle and root us out of the interior like worms from a piece of fruit. Unlike the shark, which seemed to me to be a deeply stupid, vicious creature, the octopus had a distinct gleam of intelligence in its eyes, and perhaps even the semblance of a soul, I thought, given the sentimental business of the thing’s keepsakes.

Phibbs took us in neatly, running in alongside the Nancy Dawson and tying on. Tubby descended the companionway to help Hasbro attach the cables that would allow the shipboard crane to winch us aboard in a package. Air was still blowing into the bell, making a low whistling noise, and there was nothing for St. Ives and I to do but sit with contrived patience. The waiting was short, however, for the sea began to move and shift, and although the view into the depths was occluded by the smoky shadow that hid the sun, we perceived the dark bulk of the octopus rising from below. St. Ives shouted a warning through the speaking tube, but it was unnecessary, for Gilbert had spotted the thing too, and was very nearly dancing with anticipation on the deck and pointing downward. He appeared positively boyish, as if he welcomed the thing’s appearance.

Hasbro and Tubby looked down into the sea momentarily. Stalwart lads that they were, however, they straightaway continued their work, which was nearly finished—as were we all, I thought.

“It’s a colorful way to die,” St. Ives said, knowing what I was thinking.

“True,” I said, trying to maintain something of the same spirit. “We’ll have uncommonly strange things to chat about in the afterlife.”

The tip of a great tentacle appeared then, seeking and then touching the deck of the scow. Another tentacle followed, the two together latching on with vast great suckers. The octopus meant to clamber aboard, perhaps, which was in some small way preferable to destroying us out of hand as it had destroyed the sloop, although it would quite possibly carry us under with its weight. We tilted to port as the octopus hoisted itself upward, and we kept on tilting until half the deck was awash. Tubby stood stock still several feet from the railing, watching the beast rise, higher and higher, until one of its immense eyes stared straight into Tubby’s face, the creature regarding him brazenly. There arose from the sea another tentacle, moving wonderfully slowly. With an almost stupefying gentleness it lifted the allegedly lucky Bollinger hat from atop Tubby’s head. Thinking of that nest of bric-a-brac in the sea cave, it came to me that the octopus coveted the hat, and I was suddenly fearful that Tubby, who knew no fear, might try to take it back.

“Hold your fire!” Gilbert shouted through the bullhorn, his voice audible even within the bell. Captain Deane had swiveled the Nordenfelt gun around and brought it to bear on the octopus, which had risen high enough out of the sea so that the top of his mantle could be blasted to pieces without endangering Tubby, who made a small bow to the creature, shook his head decidedly, and removed the hat from the tentacle, replacing it atop his own head and tapping it down with the palm of his hand.

The octopus gazed at him a moment, as if pondering whether to take the hat and the head along with it. But now the creature swiveled its great mantle toward Gilbert, fixing him with its awful gaze. Gilbert held his hand up, palm forward, in a ridiculous gesture of goodwill. There was a smile on his face, meant to be welcoming, but even from my vantage point it was stiff—the bluff smile of a man facing a firing squad. Yet another tentacle rose from the sea, wandering upward toward him, the octopus treating him with something like a high regard, just as he had treated Tubby despite Tubby’s intransigence with the hat. All Englishmen, it seemed to me, must look very much alike to an octopus, but Tubby and Gilbert, who reminded one of the Tweedles, no doubt appeared to be the twin embodiment of the generous fat man, an image that was evidently pleasing to the octopus. The tentacle touched Gilbert’s face, and still he didn’t flinch, but was smiling more authentically now, the naturalist in him enthralled by this desperately strange experience. I thought of Miss Bracken, waiting in Kingston, blessedly unaware that she had a rival.

I’ll admit to the strangeness of that notion, but there was something in the evident regard that the creature had for Gilbert that put it into my mind. Once again the tentacle was in motion, as the octopus carefully plucked the speaking trumpet from Gilbert’s hand and held it close to its own vast eye, peering at the thing. Did it recognize the image of the rampant octopus painted on the cone? I prayed that it did, that it would suppose it to be evidence of our high regard for cephalopods, perhaps that we worshipped them as well as dreamt about them.

The speaking trumpet traced lazy circles in the air, held aloft by the waving tentacle as the creature gazed steadfastly at Gilbert, who casually bent forward to unhook a Jacob’s ladder that hung from the railing of the Nancy Dawson. The lowest rung fell to the deck of the scow, as if Gilbert meant for the octopus to make use of it. He reached into his vest now and withdrew his pocket-watch, dangling the shiny object before the octopus, and at the same time taking four deliberate steps backward—not fearful steps, mind you, but evidently purposeful.

He shouted something at Phibbs now and gestured him forward. Phibbs, for his part, threw both his hands in the air as if out of frustration or disbelief. He climbed boldly to the deck of the Nancy Dawson without protest, however, not five feet from the quivering bulk of the monster, and made his way slowly to the big crane where he sat down and was still. It was clear that Gilbert intended to lure the octopus aboard the ship, Heaven alone knew why. It seemed clear that the beast either coveted the pocket-watch or was mesmerized by it, for its attention didn’t stray, not even when Phibbs started the engine of the crane in a cacophony of smoke and noise. The octopus, its gaze fixed on Gilbert, pulled itself upward now, and the steamer listed to starboard. Gilbert traced elaborate gestures with his free hand, pointing back and downward in the direction of the mid-ship hold, which would shortly (I prayed) be covered by the hull of the scow, for we were already lifting into the air, unerringly manipulated by Phibbs’s chugging machine. Gilbert stepped backwards carefully, the watch dangling from its chain, and the octopus crushed the railing as it swarmed bodily onto the open deck, shedding cataracts of seawater. Captain Deane sat stone-faced at his gun, not moving a muscle, although his hands were locked onto the trigger mechanism.

Gilbert moved along the steeply pitched deck now, gesturing at the massive octopus to follow him, which it did, smashing the foredeck cabin, dragging unknown tons of tentacles after it, one of which swept the Nordenfelt gun straight overboard and Captain Deane along with it before the startled man could react. The creature’s tentacles made loud sucking noises against the deck. It advanced with a gliding, graceful manner, however, eyeing the remainder of the crew, who stood in a knot well back toward the stern, watching the dappled creature in fear and wonder.

And then Gilbert disappeared from sight, and I was certain for a brief moment that he had been snatched from his feet by the octopus.

“He’s darted into the hold!” St. Ives said.

“Has he?” I asked. “Why on Earth would a man do that with a giant octopus at his heels?”

But the question was moot. The octopus was even then disappearing below decks, apparently into the mid-ship hold. Like its diminutive cousins, it could slither its great bulk through strangely small apertures, ironing itself out on one side of the opening and then expanding again on the other.

“He means to trap it below,” St. Ives said, his voice revealing a certain amount of awe and astonishment.

“Gilbert has gone mad,” I said.

“I agree with you there, although I believe I can guess out his intentions. Watch the knot of men aft now.”

Those very men were already moving fast toward the hold, where they slammed shut the broad, steel panel doors, effectively sealing Gilbert’s fate.

“Gilbert means to imprison the beast in the hold,” St. Ives said. “He has great faith in his H-beams. I agree that it’s madness. He didn’t achieve his current station in life, however, by being timid. I’ll wager that he’s a shrewd hand at piquet.”

The crewman had cleared away by now, and the scow settled into its depression, adding its weight to the top of the creature’s cage. Very shortly Phibbs raised the bell from the deck and we were released into the reeking air, which smelled of brimstone, and I was reminded that although the octopus was at least temporarily sequestered and Billy Stoddard in its gullet, the volcano still threatened us. Gilbert reappeared from a companionway forward, looking done-in, as did Captain Deane, who had swum round to the Jacob’s ladder and was now dragging himself aboard.

There was an enormous, belching explosion, and once again rock rained down and a great cloud of ash blew skyward, straight into the air until the trade winds caught it and shifted it to the southwest. It took me a moment to realize that it was mid-morning, which I had forgotten, what with the stupendous occurrences and the layer of ash and smoke that hid the sun. Phibbs hastened toward the engine room, followed by Captain Deane, and very soon we were moving away from the island, making toward the clean air of the open sea.

Gilbert had outwitted the beast when it followed him into the hold. He had gone straight back out through the open door of an interior bulwark with the octopus close behind, and then had slammed the heavy door shut behind him, shooting the bolts and praying that the monster wouldn’t simply tear the door from its hinges. But no such thing had happened. The octopus was so far responding in a blessedly civilized manner, and the slightly delirious yawing of the ship as our speed increased was simply a matter of the creature’s great weight shifting about as it inspected its dark lair. Gilbert had bet his ship—and our lives—on a throw of the dice. His luck, as he had put it, was in.

* * *

As for Kingston, Jamaica, Gilbert concluded that he hadn’t the leisure to look in on Miss Bracken. “We’ve all heard the old saw about the woman in every port,” he said to me as we walked into the chart room to dine, “and for some lucky dogs it comes tolerably close to the truth. But a giant octopus is nowhere as easy to find, not by a long sea mile.”

There was perhaps more truth than poetry in what he said, and I was happy enough to acknowledge it, for I was longing for home and had no interest in Jamaica or Gilbert’s capers with Miss Bracken. The great ball of ambergris rested in the middle of the chart room table, sitting securely within a double ring of braided rope, which brought to mind the rock nest in the sea cave.

As you can imagine, our afternoon conversation had much to do with the morning’s perils and successes, returning often to the fearful creature below—its surprising agility in the open air, its uncanny ability to sense human villainy, which it apparently hated, its apparent fondness for Gilbert. Of particular interest was the obvious intelligence of the beast, and the childlike pleasure that it took in trinkets. It seemed entirely likely that it had been the keeper of the great ball of ambergris forty years ago, when James Douglas was a lad. We wondered at the age of the creature, and what ancient oddments we might find if we were to search through its possessions. If the octopus was in fact the fabled Lusca, namesake of the island, stories of which hearkened back to antiquity, then its continued existence suggested that giant octopuses enjoyed prodigiously long lives. We had all heard of koi fish, of course, which lived in excess of two hundred years, and of giant tortoises that crept through the passing ages on a single-minded search for edible shrubs. Our octopus, however, beat them all hollow. To the last man we feared for its health, for it seemed as much human as beast.

“There are sweetening cocks in the each of the three holds,” Gilbert told us reassuringly as lunch was brought in, including steaks cut from the wings of red-devil squid, fried and sauced with lemon, caper berries, and brown butter. I wondered if the octopus had smelled its cousins being sautéed in the galley, and whether it would object in some violent manner. But the octopus was quiet in the cool darkness of its stateroom now, and although we were heavily laden, we were making a good fourteen knots atop a placid sea. “We can let in any amount of clean seawater through the cocks, as well as pump out the bilge,” Gilbert told us. “The creature will be quite content, bless its heart.”

“Until it becomes aware that it’s been shanghaied,” I put in.

“It’ll thank us for transporting it to a civilized corner of the globe,” Tubby said, draining a glass of bitter. “Did you allow the fellow to keep your chronometer, Uncle? It seems only fair, to my mind, after luring him aboard with it.”

Gilbert nodded. “It would have been kind of you to give the poor thing your hat, nephew. But you were always tight-fisted. I was compelled to give up the watch in order to distract it while I barred the door of the hold. It was a Breguet chronometer, I’m sorry to say, and not a cheap, pinchbeck ticker. The octopus, which I believe is a member of the fairer sex, by the way, quite likely won’t mark the difference, alas.”

“The telling of time means little to a cephalopod, I’m afraid,” St. Ives said, “although this one seems to be something of a philosopher. But inform us, sir, what will be the creature’s fate, given that it survives the voyage?”

“That, gentlemen, has everything to do with an inspired thought that came to me when I communed eyeball to eyeball with it there on the deck. I fully expected my imminent death, but I find that my most brilliant ideas occur to me when I’m up against it. My old business partner Lord Bledsoe has long had the idea of constructing a great, public vivarium on the mouth of Yantlet Creek, just beyond the London Stone. It would house oceanic creatures of all sorts, their environment perpetually renewed by the tide pushing up the Thames—God’s own sweetening cock, one might say. It would be a scientific endeavor for the most part, with the public to pay the expense. No less a personage than Alfred Russel Wallace sits on the Planning Committee, as does Lucius Honeywell, I might add.”

There was an awkward silence as he looked from one to the other of us, a silence I interrupted by asking, “These men are in need of a giant octopus, then?”

“That’s exactly what they’re in need of, Jack, although they don’t know it yet. But by God I mean to tell them, by telegraph at the soonest opportunity, so that they’ll make ready for its arrival. We’ll bill the creature as the first wonder of the natural world. London will be drained of its population, every man, woman, and child hastening downriver to see it. You could do worse than to buy land in and around Allhallows, gentlemen, in order to establish an inn. You’ll never want for lodgers.”

He laughed out loud, passed around the jug of beer, and proposed a toast to the octopus, which we drank happily. The creature was stirring again, its movements giving the ship an unpleasantly strange and uneven motion. I gazed out through the stern window, musing on the notion of success: For whosoever hath, to him shall be given, the Bible tells us, and certainly it seemed to be true. Gilbert would return from his voyage doubly successful. His name would be written in the history books and when all was said and done—and given that the octopus remained healthy—his net worth was likely to surpass that of the Queen.

Gilbert revealed, by the by, that the rest of us would share in the riches when the actual profit of the voyage was calculated—something that a gleeful part of my mind considered now: what Dorothy and I would do with our newfound wealth. But it was an unlucky thought, and I clapped a stopper over it. The morning had quite worn me out, and I soon grew weary of Gilbert Frobisher’s incessant bonhomie. I began to wonder, as silly as it sounds, whether our great passenger might simply die of heart sickness despite its iron constitution. Yantlet Creek, I thought, would be a sad prison for such a stupendous, curious creature, and I wished to God we had taken the time to load its treasures into the bell, in order that it might take some pleasure in them while it spent its remaining days imprisoned.

Alas, there was nothing to be done about it. The Nancy Dawson had sunk the island with the setting of the sun, although the fire-lit cloud that towered away above it would remain visible until black night and distance obscured it at last.


Chapter 8

Low Water Along the Thames

Two weeks later we found ourselves once again in the West India Docks. A storm was pending in the distance, rain clouds stacked one atop the other on the horizon and moving toward us out of the east on a freshening wind. But at present it was high noon on a summer’s day, seagulls wheeling in the sky and the great city cheerful and welcoming. The tide was at its nadir, the muddy banks of the Thames broad and glittering in the temporary sunshine. Mudlarks of all ages slogged through the filth hoping to find lost coins, but generally digging out bits of coal and iron and the occasional tool dropped over the sides of ships by workmen, the toil earning them a few shillings from a day’s wretched work. Even they looked picturesque, however, beneath the summer sun, or so it seemed to me. St. Ives, Hasbro, and I had agreed happily enough to provide an audience during the unloading of our great passenger, which had been alive some few hours past, although worrisomely sluggish.

The octopus had fallen silent very soon after Gilbert, on the advice of St. Ives, had turned off the sweetening cock pumps when we passed St. Mary’s Bay in the mouth of the Thames. The river water at that point contained too little salt, St. Ives said, and might poison the creature out of hand. He had no knowledge of the physiology of the giant octopus, but it was better to err on the side of prudence. It had been slow going upriver into London, the shipping heavy, the tide dropping. Now the creature was uncharacteristically still, as was Gilbert, who fingered the stethoscope around his neck, perhaps considering the very real possibility of discovering six tons of stinking dead cephalopod that would have to be chopped apart and shoveled out through the cargo door.

The transfer of the portable hold to a barge, and the towing of the barge back downriver to Yantlet Creek, was to be done with the greatest felicity. Gilbert had offered a three-pounds reward to each and every one of men doing the unloading if it were accomplished within forty minutes’ time. We were to make use of the immense, cantilever crane on the West India dock to pluck the mid-ship hold bodily from the ship and set it onto the barge, an undertaking that was proceeding apace now that the scow had been lifted from its place within the deck by the shipboard crane, the diving bell still sitting on the scow’s deck. Gilbert’s scientific friends would meet Gilbert and Tubby at the barge’s ultimate destination, where the craft would be scuttled so that the sweetening cocks could be restarted and the creature once again bathed in revivifying salt water.

The ship’s carpenter had crated up the ball of ambergris in a deceptive wooden box marked “Somerset Players: Footlights.” Once the barge was underway, St. Ives, Hasbro, and I would accompany the box to Threadneedle Street, to deliver it to Bank of England guards to be stowed in a deep vault. I, for one, was anxious to be quit of the ambergris and the octopus both, and I meant to dine at home with Dorothy in two hours’ time. I anticipated the happy surprise on her face when I walked in, my face burned brown from my weeks on the open sea.

The ambergris box sat on deck at the moment, covered in a decorative cloth. Gilbert’s Baccarat decanter and several glasses sat atop it. Old Lazarus MacLean had contrived a length of bunting on the homeward voyage, cut and sewn into the shape of a line of octopuses, each holding onto another’s tentacle, a twelve-foot length of it decorating the railing. The loose arms of the creatures flapped in the breeze in a lively fashion. MacLean was a man of many talents, and he stood now in his kilt and Tam o’ Shanter, cradling his instrument, ready to pipe Gilbert down the side of the ship.

The great crane, standing squarely between the South Dock and the Export Dock, began to belch steam and coal smoke while uttering an immense cacophony of wheezing, shrieking and clattering. It latched onto the braided steel cable that connected the huge eyebolts on the four corners of the hold, and the container slowly rose into view as we held our collective breath. Crowds had gathered to watch out of mere curiosity by now, having no idea of the contents of the container, which would not be revealed to them in any event.

Gilbert waved at the onlookers from his position on the foredeck, encouraging their attention. History was being writ large, if only they knew it. Up rose the steel box, swaying ponderously. It traveled out over the dock and descended toward the barge on the opposite side. Down it sank until it sat atop the barge, which settled a full two-feet, farther than that at the stern, the deck nearly awash. Lazarus McLean wheezed into a rousing rendition of “Brown-haired Maiden,” and a half dozen of us, McLean and Phibbs included, tossed off a dram of whisky and flung our glasses overside onto the Thames bank, to the happy surprise of the nearby mudlarks. Gilbert descended to the dock and crossed to the barge, followed by Tubby, who wore his Bollinger hat, the feathers shining in the sun. Tubby turned and waved farewell to us once he was aboard.

Gilbert strode straight to the side of the great box and put the mouth of his stethoscope against it, listening intently. He shook his head unhappily and touched his hand to the side of the box, which was no doubt heating up like an oven in the bright sunlight. He said something sharp to the crew of the barge, which cast off the mooring lines without wasting a moment, for they were as anxious for their reward as Gilbert was anxious to revive the octopus. The barge was abruptly underway, a tugboat towing it out into Limehouse Reach and away downriver.

The rain clouds were moving briskly toward us now, and one could see the dark tracings of heavy rain showering down in the distance. It was a remarkable sight, the day having turned into a metaphor, divided as it was between darkness and light. Persuaded to hurry by the pending rain, we fetched our dunnage and loaded it onto a coach-and-four driven by the selfsame cadaverous but stalwart cockney who had stood by us in Limehouse four weeks past—Boggs was his name. I had scarcely thought of the man in the weeks since, but I was heartily glad to see him again. We heaved the valuable crate in upon a seat in the interior, climbed in after it, locked the coach doors, and set out, the three of us alert for troublemakers, of which there was no sign. Billy Stoddard and his pirates were beyond the pale, but the inscrutable Lucius Honeywell was still at large. Gilbert had never given up his faith in the man. But as Hasbro had pointed out that first evening in the chart room, bad men might have imposed upon Mr. Honeywell, and to my mind it was equally likely that Mr. Honeywell had imposed upon Gilbert Frobisher, who was canny in business, but who had a fierce sense of loyalty to his friends, or to those he considered his friends. Hasbro held his loaded pistol in his lap, prepared to use it if we were threatened. I’ve never liked a pistol, loaded or otherwise—very like a poisonous adder, to my mind—although Hasbro’s facility with a revolver had saved my life on more than one occasion, and so I’m happy enough that he doesn’t scruple to carry one.

It was troubling that Gilbert had telegraphed his biological friends, informing them that we were carrying the first wonder of the natural world. Honeywell would naturally assume that we had returned with the ambergris into the bargain, thereby surmising that Stoddard and his villains had failed. If so, he might easily cut some new variety of caper. I reminded myself, however, that I was quit of the octopus and would soon be quit of the ambergris. The back of my hand to Mr. Honeywell, I thought, and I was in a cheerful enough mood as we rattled along through Wapping, following the river past the Tower and the Pool of London under a lowering sky, watching out for the barge when we got a rare glimpse of the river and thinking to wend our way along Thames Street to Blackfriars, and then up past St. Paul’s and down again via Newgate and Cheapside. Thames Street skirts the Embankment at Blackfriars, which gave us a last grand view of the river and the south shore. It was there that we saw the barge itself, fast aground on a mud bank and sunk to its withers in muck, the tug straining to tow it clear. It would be hours before the river rose again and floated it free.

St. Ives signaled to Boggs to halt the carriage, and the man reined in the horses while there was yet open ground along the pavement. It was a near run thing, though, and the left rear wheel banged hard against the curb, the wagon wobbling to a stop. A richly appointed landau carriage, following behind us with two or three passengers inside and two men up behind, swerved aside to avert a collision, the coachman bawling out insults. We shoved open the door and climbed out, happy to be alive. The wheel was still on the axle, but was evidently knocked crooked on the hub—the least of our troubles, it seemed to me. St. Ives removed the pistol from his coat and handed it to the driver. “Guard the box within, Mr. Boggs,” he shouted. “There’ll be a generous reward if the contents come through unscathed.” Boggs nodded darkly, rainwater falling from the brim of his hat, and touched the handle of his whip to the golden initials embossed upon the door, as if to say that he knew his master and would do his duty.

A nearby set of stairs descended to the river some forty yards upriver of where the barge had grounded. We hastened in that direction, and from the top of those stairs we watched the furious activity on the deck of the barge, Gilbert gesticulating and shouting, while several men, Tubby included, were gathered at the forward cargo doors. There were idlers watching along the embankment and standing along the upriver edge of Blackfriars Bridge, hoping that the barge would provide something in the way of amusement.

A long delay might mean the end of the octopus, and I was full of regret for the great beast and for having taken it away from its beloved tropical waters in the first place. It was an act conceived as much in the spirit of greed as scientific inquiry, and Gilbert would pay the piper, as would the poor octopus. I felt done up, but I reminded myself that St. Ives, Hasbro, and I could not shift the barge half an inch. Our particular charge was to proceed to Threadneedle Street with the ambergris, and the sooner it was secure, the better.

The doors of the container were just then swinging open, however, the men backing away, taking shelter behind the heavy steel panels. Tubby and Gilbert stood squarely in front of the now-open box, looking into the dark interior, Tubby caparisoned in his lucky Bollinger hat. The long moments ticked away, and the sky grew dark, and then darker yet, in mourning for the death of the octopus, I thought. And then with a suddenness that took my breath away, the tip of a tentacle whipped out from within the box, wrapped around Gilbert’s chest, just beneath his arms, and plucked him bodily from the deck. A second tentacle snatched the Bollinger from Tubby’s head and then knocked him neatly over the side. He landed on his fundament in the mud as the octopus issued forth from the hold, not only alive, but evidently in dangerously high spirits, waving the decorated speaking trumpet aloft as if it meant to harangue the crowd upon the bridge. There sounded a crack of thunder, and the rain came pelting down. The octopus seemed to expand in the liquid air, as if drawing nourishment and energy from it, and it swiveled atop its trunk-like tentacles, taking in the view of Thames-side London like the pagan god that it was, and not much liking what it saw.

The crew of the barge, to the last man, leapt overboard, sinking ankle deep in sludge, their shoes sucked away as they waded heavily ashore toward our set of stairs or else launched themselves into deeper water in order to swim to safety, which was perhaps unwise, given the nature of the threat. The mudlarks, well used to the ways of the river and mud, moved more quickly, looking back at the octopus in stunned disbelief. The people atop the bridge also very apparently understood the enormity of the thing that confronted them, and amid wild shouting and pushing they moved in a mass down onto Thames Street, fleeing from the creature’s sight. Very quickly people were running past us along the embankment, shouting for constables, crying out that it was the leviathan of old, come to lay waste to the city. A considerable number—young men and boys, mostly—remained despite the rain and the danger, taking up positions behind lampposts and climbing into trees in order to watch the fun, as if those objects would protect them from the creature’s wrath.

St. Ives was already leaping down the stairs toward the river, past the muddy, rain-bedraggled crowd that was coming up in the opposite direction, some on their hands and knees, gasping for breath because of their exertions. The octopus stood—so to call it—on the empty deck of the barge now, its drooping bulk draped over the sides. It pulled Gilbert to its breast as if he were an infant. Gilbert’s hands were pressed against the flesh of the creature’s tentacle, his own eyes looking up into the massive, dark orbs of the octopus. Tubby, having struggled to his feet, waved his arms now, shouting for the octopus to put his uncle down, by God, but the beast ignored him utterly, having chosen Gilbert as its particular favorite and forgotten Tubby’s very existence. It slithered its massive bulk off the edge of the barge into shallow water, carrying with it the speaking trumpet and Tubby’s hat, Gilbert’s Breguet chronometer dangling on its chain from the very tip of one of the great tentacles.

Aided by Hasbro and me, Tubby clambered up onto the granite landing where we stood, the rainwater sluicing mud from his trousers and shoes, just as a pair of constables descended from above to stand beside us in open-mouthed disbelief as the octopus moved glidingly downriver toward the black disk that opened above the river into the granite wall of the embankment: the open mouth of the Fleet sewer, out of which cascaded a torrent of water. The octopus sheltered Gilbert and its treasures from harm as it pulled itself up the embankment wall, the torrent washing over it. Within moments Gilbert Frobisher was carried away into the darkness.

“What in the dear Lord’s name…?” one of the constables asked the other, his eyes still wide with astonishment.

“It’s the Kraken of old,” the other said, “come out of that there box. It’ll plug the Fleet like a wine cork. Come on, Bob. We can do naught standing here.” And with that they hurried back up the stairs and out of sight, paying us no mind at all.

“I intend to follow the flaming son of a bitch,” Tubby said, referring, I believe, to the octopus. He looked about himself as if he were ready to leap back into the Thames mud. Of course it was utterly impossible that Tubby could force his way through the torrent that poured from the circular opening in the embankment wall, even if he could climb up to it, which he could not.

“We’re hampered by the torrent here,” St. Ives said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll want an intercepting sewer at a higher elevation.”

“The Ludgate crossing, perhaps, in Dean’s Court,” Hasbro said to him, the lot of us turning toward the stairs. “The Oxford Street channel is too distant.”

“Aye,” said St. Ives, “Ludgate it is. It’s conceivable that we might get in ahead of the monster rather than merely following it, given that it’s traveling northward.”

“And do what?” I asked, as we were ascending, but the answer never came, for at that moment a pistol shot rang out, and then another. As the street came into view we saw that our coach had moved out onto the road and traveled some distance farther down. Boggs was laying about himself on all sides with his whip, St. Ives’s smoking pistol in his other hand. A man lay dead or wounded on the street. Another clung to the handhold on the side of the carriage as the horses shied and the carriage lurched on the pavement, its wounded wheel canting from side to side. Two men tried to drag the horses up the little byway called Puddle Dock while evading the coachman’s lash. A fifth man climbed across the top of the carriage, apparently having gotten up over the bags secured to the rack behind. All of this we perceived by the time we had completed our ascent of the embankment.

We raised a shout and ran forward as the man climbing up beside Boggs jerked the whip from his hand and pitched it away. Boggs turned in that same moment, aimed the pistol, and shot his assailant dead through the forehead, the man sprawling away, even as the villain atop the coach clutched Boggs by the hair and the shoulder of his coat and flung him bodily from his seat, immediately sliding down onto the bench and snatching up the reins as his two uninjured companions leapt clear of the horses and climbed into the coach. In the very moment that we drew near it set out at a rapid clip despite the wobbly wheel, up Puddle Dock toward Queen Victoria Street with its maze of cross streets and byways, where it might easily disappear.

I saw then that the landau carriage that had swerved past us sat now along the curb, some fifty feet up Puddle Dock. A bearded man wearing a pince-nez and a Homburg hat peered out of the window, looking back. Aside from the driver he was alone in the coach, although he hadn’t been a few minutes ago.

“Look there!” I shouted, pointing in that general direction. “Lucius Honeywell, by God!”

It was a guess, of course, but calculated. Tubby Frobisher and I set out at a run, but before we had crossed to the pavement, the broken-wheeled coach rattled past the Landau, which angled out onto the roadway and followed along behind it, both conveyances disappearing around the bend in the road. All of this occurred in a matter of moments—a shorter time than it takes to tell it.

We turned back, toward where poor Boggs lay stunned on the road, Hasbro and St. Ives feeling for a pulse and prodding the swelling lump where he had hit his head. Boggs was apparently comatose, and so after a brief powwow we left him with the very capable liverymen at Apothecaries Hall and hastened north up Puddle Dock on foot, the rain lessening now. We were bound for Dean’s Court, where the aboveground entrance to a cross-channel of the Fleet sewer stood. There it would be possible to clamber down an iron ladder to the sewer proper without being drowned in the process.

Tubby was in too much haste, however, to be happy with the plan. “When we find our way into the sewer,” he asked as we hastened along, “which way then? Up or down?”

“I don’t know,” St. Ives said. “Perhaps we’ll discover the answer on the walls of the sewer—some gelatinous sign that the creature has passed through. Unfortunately the river sewers are in fact a warren of tunnels and cross tunnels—channels that run east toward the Walbrook and west toward the Tyburn, not to mention downward from one level to another. There’s also the possibility that the creature will find the sewer gasses intolerable and be compelled to return to the river.”

“Then God help Uncle Gilbert,” Tubby said, with an uncharacteristic note of despair in his voice. It came to me that Tubby stood to inherit his uncle’s lavish estate, and yet would cheerfully die to save the old man’s life, a fact that redoubled my own determination to be of use to him, although every passing moment diminished our chances of finding Gilbert in time to save him.


Chapter 9

Pursuit

Although under other circumstances Queen Victoria Street might be the natural route along which the two coaches would flee, at the moment it was at a standstill in the heavy weather, and it seemed to us mildly unlikely that the coaches would intentionally mire themselves there. We pushed between the carriages and up St. Andrew’s hill, where our supposition was proven correct. A crowd of onlookers was gathered around Gilbert’s coach, which lay crippled on its side in the street, the wheel having come off and careened through the window of a butcher’s shop. The landau stood abandoned behind it, the horses skittish, left to their own devices. The box containing the ambergris, of course, was no longer inside the fallen coach, but had been carried away by the three villains, who had fled on foot. They were rough men, we were told, and no one had interfered with them except the irate butcher, who had been knocked down for his efforts. No one knew what had happened to a man in a Homburg hat and pince-nez. No one had seen him.

We set out again at a run, very shortly issuing out onto Ludgate Hill at the north end of Dean’s Court, where lay a heap of brick and a tree that had been snapped off several feet above the pavement, all of it lying in a pool of water that still leaked out of a great hole broken into in the wall. A mangled iron grill that had blocked the entrance to the sewer lay some distance away. We had found our octopus, it seemed, or at least the ruin it had left behind.

St. Paul’s Churchyard stood dead ahead, the great cathedral beyond. There was a hubbub in the direction of the cathedral clock tower, people making a din and pointing skyward. We saw it then, the octopus itself, rising up between the two towers directly behind the statue of St. Paul, which was dwarfed by the great beast. It rested the end of one tentacle around the saint’s neck, as if considering whether the head was a useful trophy. With another tentacle held onto Gilbert Frobisher, the man very evidently alive, for his head swiveled as he peered roundabout him and then bent his shoulders forward in order to look below. Tubby waved heartily at him, let out a bark of laughter, and cried, “He lives!” in a voice husky with relief.

The octopus had been careful to preserve Gilbert’s life thus far, but although it clearly had a regard for Gilbert, it could know nothing of architecture and engineering. The massive Portland stone in the heavy outer walls of the cathedral supported the great weight that stood atop it now, but its roof timbers were another matter, should the creature venture farther from the edge. I envisioned the destruction of the great cathedral, the smoking ruin that would be a consequence of our having meddled with Mother Nature, stealing away one of her grandest and most fearsome creatures and blithely bringing it home to lay waste to London.

People were issuing from within the cathedral now, hurrying through the great portico and down the stairs, ushered out by constables and church workers in a state of confusion. Nothing that they had been told could have prepared them for the truth, which was revealed when they looked back and upward into the rainy sky, where the tentacles of the inconceivable creature waved like branches in a stiff wind. The octopus moved away along the wall toward the bell tower now, where it stopped again, reaching upward with a long tentacle and effortlessly snapping off the golden, pineapple finial from atop the tower. A keepsake? I fervently hoped so. The finial was massive, and I recalled that the octopus had thrust an anchor straight through the hull of the Celebes Prince…

Again it moved off, disappearing from our view behind the massive structure of the tower. People roundabout us shifted away, back across the churchyard through the drizzle, hoping to keep the octopus in view.

“Hark!” said St. Ives, and he pointed toward the lawn beyond the clock tower, where a knot of onlookers stood pointing skyward and gawking. One of them sat upon the wooden crate that bore the ball of ambergris, and standing beside him were the other two ruffians who had taken the coach.

We set out directly in the direction of the clock tower, making a circuit of it in order to come in behind our men unawares. The man sitting atop the crate stood up, hoisted the crate to his shoulder, said something to his friends, and the three of them walked away up the south side of the cathedral toward New Change Street and Cheapside. We followed at a quick trot, unseen still, closing the gap between us and them as we approached the east end of the cathedral. There was a din from the direction in which we had come, a hundred voices exclaiming, the octopus cutting capers, no doubt. One of the three men hearing the noise, looked back, saw us closing in upon them, and shouted.

He was too late, however, for Tubby broke into a furious sprint and bowled straight through the man who had shouted, knocking him hard aside and latching onto the one who held the crate, grappling him like a great bear. The third man simply ran away like a horse in the final stretch, easily outdistancing us and disappearing into the traffic that clogged New Change, many of the carts and carriages abandoned, people standing in the road, gazing at the cathedral roof.

The crate tumbled as Tubby’s man was borne down, and it broke open against the edge of the waist-high wall that runs along the edge of the cathedral garden. Hasbro threw himself forward even as it was falling, and caught the ball of ambergris in a flying leap that would have done an acrobat proud. His weight, however, tore loose a small stretch of spear-shaped iron pickets that topped the wall, and he rolled bodily into the garden. He was up again immediately, holding the uninjured ambergris, blood flowing from a long gash on his forehead, where a flap of skin and scalp was torn open.

“Here’s one for Mr. Boggs!” Tubby shouted at his prisoner, and then cuffed him hard on the back of the head and pushed him sprawling onto his hands and knees. Before he could arise, Tubby skipped forward and kicked him on the backside. The man fell onto his face, but immediately scrambled crabwise to his feet and hurried off at a hobbling run, looking back in amazement at the great ivory ball that Hasbro held in his hands. For a moment I thought that Tubby would run him down a second time in order to continue abusing him, but there was more vital work to do. All three of the villains had won free, which gave none of us a moment’s pause. St. Ives hauled a handkerchief out of his vest pocket and carefully closed and swabbed the wound in Hasbro’s scalp, and Tubby offered up his own kerchief, which was something more in the nature of a small awning, and which St. Ives tied as a bandage around Hasbro’s head while I held onto the unlucky orb.

We set out directly, back toward the Ludgate side of the cathedral in order to see the way of things above. The din of the crowd had increased, and hundreds of people jammed the pavement now. A party of Fusiliers endeavored to hold the mob back, but in fact the mob was held back in the interest of the strange view high above them. People pointed skyward past hundreds of black umbrellas, and although I was as wet to the skin, I prayed that the rain would continue, for it was the rain, I was sure of it, that kept the octopus alive.

The creature had ascended partway up the great dome by now, to the level of the Whispering Gallery, where I had gone as a child with my mother, an intrepid climber. The Whispering Gallery stood some two hundred and fifty steps above the floor of the cathedral. The climb had winded me as a boy, despite my boundless energy. The octopus was still moving upward resolutely, holding Gilbert to its breast and clutching at the Corinthian columns that girdled the lower reaches of the dome, hauling itself toward the Stone Gallery now, moving with surprising delicacy, the columns standing solidly under its weight, at least so far.

The mass of people roundabout us were in high spirits, and resembled an audience watching an open-air play at the fair. A boy approached shouting, “Brollies!” and carrying a sack of down-at-heel but serviceable umbrellas, of which we purchased three. Another lad was doing an enviable business selling second-hand opera glasses and tin telescopes. Costers pushed their carts around the perimeter, peddling hot coffee and sweets and hot-cross buns, which were bought up by the wet and shivering. A man nearby offered competing odds whether Gilbert would be crushed or eaten at the hands of the monster, and I cast him a vicious look, which engendered a happy wink. The man was more than half drunk, and offered six-to-one odds in favor of the eating. He didn’t want for punters.

Tubby was deaf to all of it. His entire being was concentrated on the octopus and its passenger. The creature had ascended beyond the Stone Gallery and was creeping across the dome itself, its monstrous tentacles gripping and releasing, the sensitive tips darting here and there as it felt the terrain above. It settled atop the flat bit of eave that runs around Golden Gallery, sitting side-saddle, as it were, wrapping a single tentacle around the gilt ball beneath the pinnacle cross itself. And there it came to rest, three hundred sixty feet above the churchyard, tentacles splayed out over its heavenly throne, waving its pineapple scepter. Gilbert Frobisher sat atop one of its knees, it you’ll allow me the term. Astonishingly, he now held the speaking trumpet and wore Tubby’s Bollinger hat, which was surely a sign of the octopus’s good will. The beast peered out toward Camden and Lincoln’s Inn Fields, surveying what it perhaps believed to be its domain. Its immense, drooping mantle hung behind it like a half-inflated balloon. The sky roundabout it was a riot of pewter clouds that stood stock still in the windless heavens.

“I’ll need that ball of ambergris, Jack,” Tubby said, his voice clipped and terse. “If you gentlemen have no objection, I’ll assume responsibility for it from this point hence.” He took it from me before any of us had responded, and then removed his coat and wrapped it around the ball, tying the sleeves tightly to make a bundle.

“Perhaps two of us should carry the ambergris on to Threadneedle Street for safe keeping,” St. Ives said to Tubby. “It’s a matter of little more than half a mile.”

“I mean to return it to its rightful owner,” Tubby said, “as ransom for my uncle.” He shook his head sharply, his face fixed in a determined squint.

St. Ives nodded, although his eyes revealed his doubts. “It’s conceivable that such a plan will work,” he said. “The creature is much attached to the globe, having guarded the thing through the years. It dearly loves a trinket of any sort, and to my mind your ball of ambergris is the real prize.”

“Bartering with the creature has the distinct advantage of being our only option,” Tubby said. “It’s the sole form of diplomacy that the octopus understands. I looked into the depths of its eyes when it first confronted me, and I saw what I believe to be a rational being looking back out at me. It took my measure before it took my hat. I mean to parlay with it.”

“I adjure you not to go alone, Tubby,” St. Ives said to him. I’ll accompany you.”

“I honor you for the offer, Professor, but I don’t want for company. There’ll be two aloft as it is, two Frobishers. A third man cannot help, nor can a fourth, neither. If our nabob takes it into its mind to descend, or, God help us, to fall…” He paused for a moment and then shook his head sharply. “We’ll want allies on the ground.” And with that, the thing had been decided.

Tubby set out in the direction from whence we had come five minutes previously. I thought hard for a moment before I said to St. Ives and Hasbro, “I’ll accompany him whether he likes it or not,” and before St. Ives could utter anything sensible to me, I handed my newly-purchased umbrella to a woman standing beside me, and then turned on my heel and set out, hurrying to catch up to Tubby and half expecting St. Ives to call me back—perhaps hoping that he would.

“It’s madness, Tubs,” I told him when I drew up to him. “Sheer lunacy.” I was more than a little doubtful about Tubby’s climbing those endless stairs. His monumental strength was inarguable, but like the fearsome and powerful hippopotamus, his endurance was not boundless.

“We’ll chat about it afterward, Jack, or else we will not. Simple as that.”

“It’ll mean two dead. Perhaps you didn’t see what that creature did to Billy Stoddard, but I can tell you that it turned my stomach. It has a fondness for Uncle Gilbert, but…”

“He’s my uncle, Jack, and I love the man dearly—more than the octopus loves him, I dare say, and the octopus is right fond of him. If it were Dorothy in the grip of the monster, you would surely do the same.”

“Yes, I would. I’ll come with you, then.”

“It’s because of my fondness for Dorothy that you will not.”

It was a compelling argument, although I made up my mind to deceive him whether he liked it or no. “So be it,” I lied, following along beside him with no idea of turning back.

We arrived at the spot where we’d had our brief battle with the three thieves, beyond which stood a door half hidden by shrubbery, one of three that were evident in the long wall. The ill-fitting door was locked. It rattled, but it wouldn’t open. By now the interior of the cathedral would be empty of people, and even if there were someone left inside, knocking would avail us little. The nearby street, however, was not empty of people, some of whom were looking in our direction, perhaps taking us for burglars who meant to profit during the distraction. Tubby handed me the balled-up coat, hurrying the several yards to where Hasbro’s forehead had sheared off the fence pickets. He picked up a connected trio of iron spears and returned.

“Step aside, Jack,” he said, wedging the spearheads into the door between the jamb and the knob. Without a word he heaved himself against them, straining forward as if he meant to shift the entire cathedral in the direction of Ludgate Hill.

It was then that I saw against the dark sky to the southwest, two dark, elongated dirigibles—almost certainly warships from the Naval Air Vessel Yard at Greenwich. A single, smaller dirigible accompanied the warships. Without a doubt they were headed in our direction, which didn’t bode well for the octopus. There was a splintering sound, a spray of black paint and rust from the bending iron bars, and with a loud crack the door flew open, revealing a small landing with stairs descending, the small room illuminated by gas-lamps.

“Hells bells,” Tubby muttered. “I want to go up, not down.” He tossed the pickets aside, however, snatched the orb out of my hands, and stepped in. I glanced behind us and was surprised to see the red coats of a dozen Royal Fusiliers coming round the building from the west. When I turned back, anxious to enter before the soldiers spotted us, the door was already slamming in my face. I threw my shoulder against it and pushed it open far enough to cram myself through, surprising Tubby, who looked as if he meant to pitch me straight out again.

“Hurry!” I said to him. “They’re after us!” And they might have been, surely.

Tubby set out without a word. There was no time for debate. There was no locking the door, either, for the heavy brass bolt lay on the floor, screwed to a great splinter of wood. Down we went, not looking back, until we reached the bottom of the stairs, where we found ourselves in a broad room with a mosaic floor: the crypts, utterly abandoned, the cool air heavy and still. There was no human noise at all, but there was an ominous creaking from overhead, roof timbers straining, perhaps, from the great weight settled upon the dome. Near a high window stood the tomb of Sir Christopher Wren, who had designed the cathedral so many years ago—his greatest work in a life of great works, threatened now by an enormity that Wren could not have imagined, unless he too dreamt of cephalopods.

Tubby forged ahead as if he would leave me behind if he could, which he could not. The crypt gates, thank God, had been left unlocked, and we were through them in an instant, Tubby skipping up the stairs toward the cathedral floor with a boyish abandon. We emerged in the quire, which smelled of furniture oil and stone, and hurried past the great, silent organ, soon finding ourselves beneath the dome, where our real work would begin. The spiral stairs stretched away above us like the interior of an enormous seashell, into which we would climb until we were within the encircling tentacles of the octopus. In the sunlight that shone through the windows above us, a haze of dust was settling, almost certainly being ground out of the mortar that cemented the stones of the dome. In my mind I commanded the octopus to rest easy.

Up we climbed, putting one foot ahead of the other, as they say, quickly rising to the level of the high, arched windows. From that vantage point we could see that the dirigibles had drawn near, the warships following one after the other, the smaller dirigible at a lower elevation. There were guns mounted on the gondolas of the warships, although of necessarily small bore, since the airy ship would scarcely stand the recoil of a large caliber ball. Nordenfelt guns? I thought of the maniac Captain Deane, and the strange and murderous joy that illuminated his face when he sat at his gun. Weapons, like all tools, were meant to be used.

The view disappeared as we moved ever upward. I was breathing heavily now, my legs burning with the strain. I counted steps in order to ignore the gasping for air and the protesting muscles. Tubby had slowed considerably, which was wise if it were intentional, since continued haste might simply burst his heart in his chest.

“Shall I carry the burden?” I asked of his back, and received a vague shake of the head for an answer. I didn’t have the breath to argue.

Up we trudged, scaling the walls of the great dome. I kept away from the edge for safety’s sake, and watched Tubby’s broad back rising before me, step by mesmerizing step. Above us, on the curved ceiling, stood the frescoes of saints and prophets going about their collective business with nary the thought of octopi; below us, dizzyingly far away now, lay the great compass rose, a double cephalopod in its own right, set into the floor of the nave. Its sixteen tentacles indicated the four corners of the earth and sundry points in between. I contemplated the meaning of the signifying, many-armed symbols above and below, the octopus as the living symbol of the compass rose, and I tried to call into my mind the gist of the Hopkins poem. “Glory be to God for dappled things,” I muttered, distracting myself from the toil of the climb. And wasn’t the giant octopus one of God’s dappled creatures? I began to see why such a creature of wonder, a thing of octo-symmetrical grandeur and with the eyes of a prophet, might easily come to be both worshipped and feared.

Tubby tripped and fell forward now, jerking me back to the present moment. He went down hard on his knees, grunting with pain but managing to hold the ambergris ball aloft, the second time today that it had been saved from ruin. He remained there for a long moment with his head bent forward.

“I’ll take it, Tubby, for God’s sake,” I said, coming up behind him, hearing his breath wheezing in and out.

“No, Jack,” he said, and mumbled something unconvincing about duty and honor. Then pushed himself up onto his pins and we moved upward again, soon arriving at the Whispering Gallery, where we paused to look out over Ludgate and the river in the distance. Far below, St. Ives and Hasbro still stood at their post. St. Ives held a pair of opera glasses to his eyes, and seemed to be watching for our arrival, but whether he could see us or not I had no idea. There was a buzzing in the air like bees now, quite distinct, and we set out around the wall of the gallery to take in the view until we saw what was making the noise—the dirigibles, propelled by electromotor engines, quite close now. The two warships were still at a higher elevation, and it appeared as if they would pass overhead, intent upon studying their quarry from above. The smaller dirigible, however, piloted by a man either intrepid or impetuous, had descended toward the cathedral as if to have a closer look, and was approaching from the east.

We were off again, having gotten our fabled second wind, the arrival of the dirigibles putting a troubling spin on things. The wearisome steps, narrower now, fell away behind us. We attained the dizzying height of the Stone Gallery—376 steps, I’ve since learned—which is an open-air gallery. We lost not a moment sightseeing, however, but pushed ever on, Tubby’s breath coming out of him in a wheezing roar like a broken bellows. Up we climbed and ever farther up, the sweat pouring down my face as we ploughed along. At long last we ascended to the Golden Gallery, the present domain of the Great God Octopus and the shaky pinnacle of our long journey.

We stepped out into the open air, onto the little bit of balcony that encircles the Gallery. Across the balustrade was draped a glistening tentacle the girth of an ash tree, but with a double row of suckers, their color and shape reminiscent of the bells of iron tubas. The air was warm and still and wet, as if the octopus had trailed tropical weather along with it from its ancestral home. Tubby heaved great restorative breaths while unwrapping the ambergris pearl. He pitched his coat over the side so that it fluttered away groundward like a butterfly. Tubby was all in, coats be damned, caught up in a state of dangerous determination.

With an ear-shattering peal the great bells in the south-west tower began to toll, including the sixteen-ton bell known as Great Paul. I pressed the palms of my hands against my ears as Tubby recoiled, reeling from the noise of the vast pealing. It was not near the top of the hour, and so it seemed likely that it was an effort to frighten the octopus from its perch. The bells did little to agitate it, however, and I wondered whether it could hear at all; certainly it had no apparent ears. Its tentacles rose and fell, the golden pineapple swinging past our heads like a pendulum. By crushing ourselves against the balustrade and craning our necks backward, we could see the beast’s vast bulk stretching away skyward like a hillside with two great, staring eyes. It bent forward, contemplating us as we stared upward at it, the rain in our faces. It knew Tubby, but it did not know me, and it could not guess that I held it in high esteem. The octopus twisted now, looking to the right and left, its wary eyes revealing a dawning understanding of the untenable nature of its circumstances, or so it seemed to me.

The two warships had quite disappeared, which could mean only that they were now hidden from our view by the dome. They would have the wind at their backs upon the return, which would improve their ability to maneuver. The small dirigible had descended to a point nearly level with the peak of the cathedral, and for a moment it seemed to be stopped in the air, framed by a backdrop of moving clouds, grey through the rain. The octopus shifted its great bulk, evidently intent upon meeting its nemesis straight on. It hefted the golden pineapple as if biding its time.

Despite the pealing of the bells I heard Tubby shout the word “Fools!” for his mouth was six inches from my ear. He stepped away, shaking his fist at the dirigible, bidding it be gone with broad gestures and holding the ambergris tight against himself with left hand and forearm.

The craft veered slightly now, whirring ever closer, and I could see that a camera was set up within its gondola—two, three cameras. The idiots were risking all—including Gilbert, Tubby, and I—for the sake of a photograph, although in truth it would be a photograph very nearly worth someone else’s dying for. The clanging of the bells was tremendous now, masking all other sounds. The people in the streets below stood stock-still, all eyes turned upward, the center-point of the dark afternoon being the misplaced octopus and its hostage and the two fools who had climbed into the heavens to parlay with it. Tubby held up the ambergris pearl, offering it to the beast, trying desperately to attract its interest, but its attention was riveted on the dirigible, its eyes shining with a fearsome intelligence.

The craft began to swing past now, coming dangerously near. I could see the pilot’s face clearly, his eyes wide as he watched the octopus, his hands on the spokes of the ship’s wheel. The craft drew up beside us, a biscuit toss away. Three arms thrust out through the gondola windows, each holding a platter on a long handle, each of the platters sheltered beneath a tin umbrella that was affixed to its handle, either to shelter the plates from the elements, or—if the plates contained incendiary chemicals, which seemed certain—to protect the hydrogen-filled gasbag that floated above.

The bells abruptly ceased to peal, and in the strange silence Tubby and I bawled uselessly at those aboard the dirigible to leave off. I could clearly see the cameras on tripods now and the humped shadows of photographers beneath black drapes. Within the gondola there was a quick, triple glare—clutches of lucifer matches being lit—which flew straightaway like tiny meteors toward the plates heaped with chemicals, some of the matches winking out or falling away, but a number striking home. Bright, white, fizzing fire erupted from the plates, a cloud of vapor roiling out from beneath the umbrellas. The manufactured light cast a demonic glare upon the octopus and the top of the cathedral, and illuminated Tubby’s horrified face, as it must have illuminated my own. Ground magnesium, I thought, no doubt mixed with gunpowder so that it burned with that particular hellish light. The octopus, which had gazed with relish at the inferno of a burning ship, was unfazed, and seemed to be peering curiously into the glass eyes of the several cameras.

The dirigible veered away, its mission apparently successful, when an errant gust of wind blew it sharply back toward the dome. With a suddenness that must have been a mortal surprise to those within the gondola, the octopus lashed out with the golden pineapple, smiting the fragile wooden vessel, shattering the rudder and sundry wooden struts and planking. Immense splinters of wood pin-wheeled away, pieces of rudder and gondola raining down over Cheapside as the three platters of shimmering magnesium, each trailing long showers of white fire, fell into the churchyard, blessedly far from the gathered throng. Several of the flying splinters tore through the fabric of the balloon, and the crippled dirigible wheeled farther around, ragged bits of India-rubberized cloth flapping like bedsheets. Cameras tumbled out, following the rest of the debris when the stern of the ruined gondola lurched downward, several of its mooring lines having been torn loose from the balloon. I could hear the cheering of the crowd, which dearly loved a spectacle but possessed the bestial stupidity of the crowd mind, and apparently didn’t fathom the carnage that would have occurred if the dirigible had exploded overhead, or been knocked completely to pieces.

The crippled dirigible, without steerage now, drifted across the city at the pleasure of the wind, descending in the direction of Hampstead Heath, the rear structure of the gondola smashed away, the whole thing hanging askew. Two men looked out, mouths agape, as they held on to their broken wooden cage with both hands and regretted their sins.

The octopus craned its immense neck backward now, watching the approach of the two warships, which had lowered an immense, coarsely woven, weighted net, the rope heavy enough to be made out against the sky. It looked very much like the ratlines and shrouds of a sailing ship, which was quite likely just what it was. It was clear that they meant to ensnare the octopus in order to pluck him from the dome, and Gilbert Frobisher into the bargain. A circle of hot air balloons, dozens of them, kept the net evenly suspended, very much like the glass fishing floats of Norwegian cod fishermen. Lead weights hung below every other balloon in order to draw the net shut when it was released.

Gilbert clung to his own encircling tentacle like a vigorous limpet, having by now caught sight of the two of us standing twenty feet below—his first glimpse of possible salvation after two frightful hours of captivity. He shouted through the speaking trumpet at the octopus, although the beast, which had been deaf to the great bells, was scarcely likely to heed his suggestions, whatever they were. The octopus peered downward at us, however. Tubby held out the ball of ambergris once again, like Atlas hoping to deliver himself of his burden, but still the octopus spurned him.

I heard Gilbert’s voice ringing out from above. He was shouting through the speaking trumpet, aimed downward at the two of us now. It came to me that he was saying goodbye, and my heart fell. “My love to you, Nephew!” he hollered at Tubby. “And my great good wishes to your Aunt Leticia in Cork! Make sure she wants for nothing!” And then to me he shouted, “Fare thee well, Jack! You’ve earned this keepsake!” Carefully, using both hands, he lobbed the speaking trumpet down to me, and I caught it just as the two leading ships hove into sight above us. The rain beat down now, making it almost impossible to look upward, and yet Tubby refused to retreat, but stood holding the ambergris beneath the open sky, his legs wide-set. I believe that he fully intended to be caught in the net, which loomed overhead above us, to ride to glory with his uncle and the octopus in order to see the thing through to the end: great bravery, as Gilbert had put it a month ago on that fateful night in Pennyfields, or else an act of consummate foolishness.

But it wasn’t to be. Two tentacles descended now, one of them holding Gilbert. I realized with a wild surge of relief that the octopus had made up its mind to free the old man. I swear that I read its intentions in its eyes despite the rain and the chaos. The dirigibles hovered over us, the net drawn tight, the engines backing and filling, so to speak, keeping their stations. The wind had fallen off, something that was favorable to the vessels. They would act quickly.

I set the speaking trumpet aside and raised my arms to aid in Gilbert’s landing, but at that crucial moment I glimpsed a movement directly to my left—a surprising thing, for I had quite forgotten the world beyond our aerie. In the shadows behind me loomed the striding figure of the man wearing the pince-nez and the Homburg hat—assuredly Lucius Honeywell, his arm outstretched, a revolver in his hand. Before I could react, there was a loud report from the pistol, and to my horror, Tubby spun half around and pitched forward, shot in the shoulder. He teetered against the railing, pivoting there as the weight of his upper body threatened to carry him over.

I leapt at Honeywell, who turned the pistol on me while still moving toward Tubby, clearly intent upon securing the ambergris ball before the octopus could retrieve it or it fell into the void. His distracted shot was wild, and I caught his wrist with my right hand, throwing my hip into his midsection and bringing him down, pinning him to the deck. Tubby wrenched himself away from the balustrade with an effort of will, his shirt already soaked with blood at the shoulder, and he sat down hard on the deck, falling forward over the ambergris ball in order to entrap it. Gilbert settled decorously beside him, the tentacle drawing away, the octopus parting company with the two objects of its greatest affection. Gilbert cast a vicious glance at Honeywell, as if he would murder him on the spot, and then set about attending to his injured nephew.

Honeywell erupted suddenly, thrashing beneath my weight, spittle flying from his mouth as he roared and bit like an ape. On the moment he had ceased to be the consummate gentleman and man of business, as Gilbert had styled him. His enormously costly machinations had fallen apart. His head jerked toward my own as he endeavored to bite me, and I raised my fist to knock him senseless, but before I could strike the blow I was swept bodily aside by the wet, rubbery weight of an immensely heavy tentacle. Honeywell endeavored to rise, the pistol still gripped in his hand, but the very tentacle that had pushed me aside grappled him around his chest, pinning his arms, his feet kicking like those of a man hanging from a gibbet. His hands opened involuntarily, the pistol clattering to the deck as the golden pineapple whipped downward out of nowhere, out of the sky, and smote Honeywell’s wide-eyed head from his shoulders, the head flying out over the churchyard and into the mob, which scattered screaming. The octopus flung Honeywell’s headless body away like a bit of trash, and I watched it fly off through the branches of a tree along New Change Street.

Popping and cracking noises sounded from overhead now, and a fear swept through me that sharpshooters in the great gondolas were endeavoring to murder the octopus. But it was not so. Their rifles were trained on the balloons that buoyed the net, and which popped one after another, the net descending, the dirigibles hanging overhead so close that they blocked my view of the sky. The net fell over the mantle of the octopus, ensnaring four or five tentacles as it was drawn closed by the lead weights, which thumped against the dome. I fully expected the octopus to secure itself to the pinnacle of the cathedral, perhaps endeavor to pull the dirigibles out of the air. Surprisingly, it released its grip and clutched at the net instead, giving up its protracted struggle.

The two great dirigibles hauled the octopus clear of the cathedral, gaining elevation, but terribly slowly—dipping and then rising again, clearly straining. They headed off at a creeping pace in the direction of the river while the octopus hung beneath, still as death. Reduced to the status of mere onlookers now, the three of us watched anxiously from our perch. Tubby’s arm was bound up into a bandage and sling that Gilbert had cut from his own coat with his penknife. He was sweating, working to mask the pain of the wound. The old man’s face was a mixture of emotions—wounds of another sort: a piece of his soul hung in yonder net, sold for a ball of whale excretion and at the expense of the monumental beast that had been as loyal as a dog. Gilbert’s face changed, however, as I looked upon it, a wondering joy coming into his eyes. The octopus had began to haul itself upward with its several free tentacles, climbing the mooring ropes toward the nearest of the dirigibles, which was pulled lower in the sky as it took more and more of the weight.

God help them, I thought, swept up in utterly contradictory emotions. The dirigible had caught a right tartar in its net, and the men aboard her could have no idea of its deadly intelligence. We watched its inexorable ascent, the dirigibles swinging out over the river, their gondolas heaved downward in the stern, a great tentacle reaching upward, upward, groping at the whirring propeller, but not yet near enough to get a purchase on the gondola. In the next moments it would assuredly tear the dirigible to pieces.

And then at point midway between Blackfriars and Waterloo bridges, in that stretch of river known as King’s Reach, they cut the ropes mooring the net. It plunged downward, the great tentacles pointing skyward in the moment before it fell into the river, casting up a vast plume of water as a farewell. The dirigibles swung around toward Greenwich, having been immensely successful, but only by a few lucky moments.

The octopus had disappeared out of the world, a dying god entangled in a net, perhaps poisoned by the fresh waters of the Thames mixed with the filth disgorged from London’s sewers. Gilbert shook his head sadly and began to speak, to utter a eulogy, perhaps, but what he had in mind to say I would never know, for the first of the Fusiliers stepped out onto our balcony in that moment. He stooped to pick up Honeywell’s fallen pistol, straightened again, and asked, “Which of you is Mr. Gilbert Frobisher?”

“Here, sir,” Gilbert replied, looking lost and old, the weight of the long day crashing down upon him at last.

“You’re arrested for public endangerment, general mayhem, trafficking in dangerous beasts, and the destruction of property belonging to the Crown. You lot also,” he said, nodding at Tubby and me. “What’s that, then?” he asked, nodding at the ball of ambergris.

“Nothing but a pasteboard pearl,” Tubby lied.

“Relieve him of it,” the man said to one of the soldiers, who did as he was told.


Epilogue

The Ring of Stones

My idea to cast the blame at Lucius Honeywell’s feet (dead men being famously unable to tell tales) fell on deaf ears. Although Honeywell had feet, there was nothing at all left of his face, which had been pulped. Lucius Honeywell had ceased to exist. To make matters more difficult, our arrival at the London Docks had been sensationalized by Gilbert’s antics, and a host of people had seen the octopus emerge from the iron hold, the beast apparently mesmerized by Gilbert Frobisher, who had quite clearly climbed into the creature’s arms and ridden his steed straight up the Victoria Embankment and into the sewer.

It was St. Ives who persuaded Alfred Russel Wallace to intercede on Gilbert’s behalf, and the charges against the three of us were dismissed before the day was through, for the great man was fortuitously in London at the moment, and was still in favor with the Crown, having not yet insulted them with his socialist tirades. There were damages to pay, however, and the levying of an immense fine, and before the clock tolled midnight, Gilbert’s ball of ambergris had disappeared into the Royal Treasury. Gilbert had lost his octopus, his ambergris, and his pocket-watch in one strange and lamentable afternoon.

The octopus had quite disappeared. The net was fished out of the Thames the next morning, containing a discarded beef cask and a dead sheep. There was a small article in the Times two days later regarding a cow that was plucked mysteriously from the deck of a barge in the Dover Strait. Some few days after that there appeared a report of a giant kraken haunting the waters of Eastbourne Harbor, where the Nancy Dawson once again rode at anchor, and an old sailor, far gone in liquor, claimed to have seen the monster abroad on the Downs. There was foggy weather on the East Sussex coast, however, and the descriptions of the alleged kraken were equally foggy.

* * *

Gilbert summoned our little company to his Georgian mansion in Dicker a week after our return to London. This time there was no mystery about the summons. In his characteristic manner, Gilbert had landed solidly on his feet. He had sold the patent for his removable holds—‘cargo boxes’ as he now referred to them—to the Carnforth Ironworks, which had paid him a startling sum of money. Each of us was to receive a gold ingot for our part in the adventure of the octopus—each ingot weighing one hundred troy ounces. We made our way from London to Dicker by rail, Alice St. Ives and Dorothy coming along. We were in a festive mood, as you can well imagine, but Barlow, Gilbert’s factotum, had the face of a worried man as he led us up to the third floor, where Gilbert sat looking out the high, bow window, watching his foggy yew alley through his birding glasses. He muttered something about being on the lookout for snowy owls, which he believed were nesting nearby. We expressed an interest in his owls. Perhaps he was telling the truth…

I returned the decorated speaking trumpet to him, and he took it with a sad nod of his head, peering wistfully for a time at the depiction of the rampant octopus.

He was fitting out the Nancy Dawson for another trip to the Caribbean, he told us at last. He meant to look in on Miss Bracken this time, and would be delighted if we were to come along as moral support, for he meant to ask her hand in marriage, if he found her alive and willing. All of us had lives to return to, however, and regretted that we couldn’t accompany him. To my ear, ‘looking in on Miss Bracken’ was heavy with veiled, double meaning, and his gaze was repeatedly drawn to the window as he searched the misty night beyond.

It was some months later that Tubby brought us news of Gilbert’s second voyage. The volcano on our uncharted island had fallen silent, and Gilbert had moored once again within sight of the sea cave. Despite his aversion to being submerged in the diving bell, he had descended into the sunlit waters with Lazarus MacLean, and had left the speaking trumpet, heavily lacquered to keep out the salt sea, among the relics in the small, sad treasure trove within the ring of coral stones.
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