

[image: cover]








PRAISE FOR THE EYE OF THE NORTH





 





“A charming, thrilling tale of adventure, mystery, and a Creature in a frozen world.”


Kiran Millwood Hargrave, author of The Girl of Ink and Stars




 





“The Eye of the North takes readers on a twisting adventure to an otherworldly land. Emmeline Widget is a brilliant, gutsy heroine and O’Hart’s writing crackles with imagination, from the ice-dwelling creatures of her frozen landscape to the chilling Northwitch and her evil plans.”


Jennifer Bell, author of The Uncommoners




 





“The Eye of the North is a wonderfully exciting adventure complete with airships, ice horses and the Northwitch.”


Abi Elphinstone, author of The Dreamsnatcher




 





“This book is pure middle-grade gold, pitched perfectly in tone at its audience. It is sure to be lapped up by girls and boys alike. This impressive debut is my first 5 star read of 2017. I hope it’s a huge hit. It certainly deserves to be!”


Kieran Fanning, author of The Black Lotus




 





“Lovely writing and a fertile imagination in a unique setting make this a truly enjoyable read.”


Nigel Quinlan, author of The Maloneys’ Magical Weatherbox




 





“A highly original fantasy novel for age 9+ with some cracking world building. Emmeline is an engaging character with real agency and I fell in love with her from the opening page. With echoes of Narnia and Philip Reeve, this is an engrossing, magical tale not to be missed.” Sarah Webb, author of the Amy Green books




 





“Sinéad O’Hart can spin a good yarn, and I hope she’s in for a long and thrilling career.”


Janine Beacham, author of the Rose Ravethorpe Investigates series


















[image: ]






















For Níamh Éowyn, Emer Mary,


and Clodagh Réiltín, star of my heart



















CONTENTS












	Title Page


	Dedication


	Chapter One


	Chapter Two


	Chapter Three


	Chapter Four


	Chapter Five


	Chapter Six


	Chapter Seven


	Chapter Eight


	Chapter Nine


	Chapter Ten


	Chapter Eleven


	Chapter Twelve


	Chapter Thirteen


	Chapter Fourteen


	Chapter Fifteen


	Chapter Sixteen


	Chapter Seventeen


	Chapter Eighteen


	Chapter Nineteen


	Chapter Twenty


	Chapter Twenty-One


	Chapter Twenty-Two


	Chapter Twenty-Three


	Chapter Twenty-Four


	Chapter Twenty-Five


	Chapter Twenty-Six


	Chapter Twenty-Seven


	Chapter Twenty-Eight


	Chapter Twenty-Nine


	Chapter Thirty


	Chapter Thirty-One


	Chapter Thirty-Two


	Chapter Thirty-Three


	Chapter Thirty-Four


	Chapter Thirty-Five


	Chapter Thirty-Six


	Chapter Thirty-Seven


	Chapter Thirty-Eight


	Chapter Thirty-Nine


	Chapter Forty


	Chapter Forty-One


	Chapter Forty-Two


	Chapter Forty-Three


	Chapter Forty-Four


	Chapter Forty-Five


	Chapter Forty-Six


	Chapter Forty-Seven


	Chapter Forty-Eight


	Chapter Forty-Nine


	Chapter Fifty


	Acknowledgements


	About the Author


	Copyright


























CHAPTER ONE





For as long as she could remember, Emmeline Widget had been sure her parents were trying to kill her.


Why else, she reasoned, would they choose to live in a creaky old house where, if she wasn’t dodging random bits of collapsing masonry or avoiding the trick steps on the stairs, she had to be constantly on guard for booby-trapped floorboards or doors that liked to boom closed entirely by themselves? She’d lost count of the number of close calls she’d already clocked up, and so she never went anywhere inside her house – not even to the bathroom – without a torch, a ball of twine, and a short, stout stick, the latter to defend herself against whatever might come slithering up the drain. She’d started her fight for survival early. As a baby, she’d learned to walk mostly by avoiding the tentacles, tusks, and whiplike tongues of the various small, furry things in cages that would temporarily line the hallways after one of her parents’ research trips. And she’d long ago grown used to shaking out her boots before she put them on in the morning – for, as Emmeline had learned, lots of quiet, dangerous, and very patient creatures liked to hide out in abandoned footwear.


Outside the house wasn’t much better. The grounds were overgrown to the point that Widget Manor itself was invisible unless you managed to smack right into it, and that kind of lazy groundskeeping provided a haven for all sorts of things. The year Emmeline turned seven, for instance, her parents had come home from an expedition with a giant squirrel in tow, one with teeth as long as Emmeline’s leg. It had wasted no time in getting loose and had spent three weeks destroying half the garden before finally being brought under control. Some times, particularly on windy nights, Emmeline wasn’t entirely sure her parents were telling the truth when they said the squirrel had been sent back to its distant home. Even worse, a roaring river ran right at the end of their property, sweeping past with all the haughtiness of a diamond-encrusted duchess. Emmeline lived in fear of falling in, and so she never ventured outside without an inflatable life jacket (which, on its days off, doubled as a hot water bottle) and a catapult (to fight off any unexpected nasties she might find living amid the trees – or even, perhaps, the trees themselves).


As a result of all this, Emmeline spent more time in her room reading than did most young ladies of her age. However, she’d long ago dispensed with fiction, having digested everything that lived on the lower shelves of her parents’ library (for Emmeline most assuredly did not climb, no matter how sturdy the footholds seemed, and so the higher volumes had to lurk, unread, amid the dust). Along with these literary efforts, she’d also worked her way through several tomes about such things as biology and anatomy, subjects that entranced her mother and father. This was unsurprising, considering the elder Widgets were scientists of some sort who had, in their daughter’s opinion, a frankly unhygienic obsession with strange animals, but Emmeline herself had found them tiresome. Now she mostly read the sorts of books that would likely keep her alive in an emergency, either because of the survival tips they contained or because they were large enough to serve as a makeshift tent. She was never without at least one, if not two, sturdy books, hardback by preference.


All of these necessities, of course, meant that she was never without her large and rather bulky satchel, either, but she didn’t let that stand in her way.


And, as will probably have become clear by now, Emmeline didn’t have very many – or, indeed, any – friends. There was the household staff, comprising Watt (the butler) and Mrs. Mitchell (who did everything else), but they didn’t really count because they were always telling her what to do and where to go and not to put her dirty feet on that clean floor, thank you very much. Her parents were forever at work, or away, or off at conferences, or entertaining (which Emmeline hated because sometimes she’d be called upon to wear actual ribbons and smile and pretend to be something her mother called “lighthearted”, which she could never see the point of). She spent a lot of time on her own, and this, if she were to be entirely truthful, suited her fine.


One day, then, when Emmeline came down to breakfast and found her parents absent, she didn’t even blink. She just hauled her satchel up on to the chair next to her and rummaged through it for her book, glad to have a few moments of quiet reading time before she had to start ignoring the grown-ups in her life once again.


She was so engrossed in her book – Knots and Their Uses, by S. G. Twitchell – that at first she ignored Watt when he slipped into the room bearing in his neatly gloved hands a small silver platter, upon which sat a white envelope. He set it down in front of Emmeline without a word. She made sure to finish right to the end of the chapter (about the fascinating complexities of constrictor knots) before looking up and noticing that she had received a piece of Very Important Correspondence.


She fished around for her bookmark and slid it carefully into place. Then, ever so gently, she closed the book and eased it back into the satchel, where it glared up at her reproachfully.


“I promise I’ll be back to finish you later,” she reassured it. “Once I figure out who could possibly want to write to me.” She frowned at the envelope, which was very clearly addressed to a MISS EMMELINE WIDGET. PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL, it added.


Just because it happened to be addressed to her, though, didn’t mean she should be so silly as to actually open it. Not without taking the proper precautions, at least.


In the silence of the large, empty room, Emmeline flipped open her satchel again. From its depths she produced a tiny stoppered bottle, within which a viciously blue liquid was just about contained. She uncorked it as gently as possible, slowly tipping the bottle until one solitary drop hung on its lip, and then – very, very carefully – she let the drop fall on to the envelope.


“Hmm,” she said after a moment or two, raising an eyebrow. “That’s odd.”


The liquid didn’t smoke, or fizz, or explode in a cloud of sparkle, or indeed do anything at all. It just sat there, like a splodge of ink, partially obscuring her name.


“If you’re not poisoned,” murmured Emmeline, quickly putting away the bottle (for its fumes could cause dizziness in enclosed spaces, like breakfast rooms), “then what are you?”


In the side pocket of her satchel, Emmeline always carried a pair of thick gardening gloves. She put these on, and then she picked up – with some difficulty, it has to be pointed out – her butter knife. Suitably armed, she slowly slit the envelope open, keeping it at all times directed away from her face.


A thick sheet of creamy paper slid out on to the silver platter, followed by a stiff card. Emmeline, who’d been holding her breath in case the act of opening the envelope released some sort of brain-shredding gas, spluttered as the first line of the letter caught her eye. As quickly as she could, given that she was wearing gloves more suited to cutting down brambles than dealing with paperwork, she put aside the card and grabbed up the letter.


She stared at the words for ages, but they stayed exactly the same.


Dearest Emmeline, the letter began.


If you are reading this, then in all likelihood you are now an orphan.

















CHAPTER TWO





“An orphan? How unfashionable!” Emmeline blinked and took two or three deep breaths, then read on.


If this note has found its way to you, then it is probable that your father and I [for it was her mother’s handwriting, of course] have been kidnapped. If so, then chances are, unfortunately, that we shall never see you again. The police are unlikely to find us, for reasons I cannot explain here, so it might be best if you don’t waste time or money on that route. The house is yours, and Watt and Mrs. Mitchell are paid up in perpetuity, so you need have no worries on that score. However, your father and I have left instructions with Watt to see you to the boat (ticket enclosed) that you will take to Paris. You will – without fuss or commotion, and drawing no attention to yourself – make your way to the address below, and you will ask for Madame Blancheflour in your best French. You will live there with her until you are eighteen.


There is to be no resistance to this, Emmeline Mary. You will not plead with Watt, or Mrs. Mitchell, or anyone else, to allow you to stay; you will not barricade yourself in your room; you will not refuse. I hope I have made myself clear.


Yours with warmest wishes, and a fond farewell,


Mum


Emmeline read the letter three times before she put it back on its platter. Paris, she thought. She slipped her hands out of her gloves and picked up the ticket with fingers that quivered only slightly.


Admit One Passenger, Plus Valise and Luggage, it said in stylish gold lettering. Inside Cabin, Shared WC, Starboard Side, Room 66B. No refunds or cash exchanges. Boat will not wait for tardy passengers. No money back in case of cancellation due to act of God or similar.


Emmeline wasn’t really sure what most of this meant, but her eye kept getting drawn back to the word at the top of the ticket: Paris.


A throat, politely cleared, made her blink and look up. Watt stood at the ready, stiff and upright in his crisp uniform.


“Miss?” he said, glancing meaningfully at the carriage clock. “I’ve taken the liberty of packing a few bits and pieces for you. If we’re to make the boat, we’d best leave in the next five minutes. She sets sail from the port of Belfast at eleven, to catch the tide through the Bristol Strait, and there’s no delaying that. More’s the pity,” he added softly to himself.


Emmeline stared at the ticket again, feeling faint. “Watt, my parents … are they dead?”


“Quite sure I couldn’t say, miss.” Watt was perfectly calm, his hands behind his back. “Let’s hope not, eh?”


“But they’re mine,” said Emmeline, tossing the ticket on the table. “It’s not fair for someone else to just take them. Is it, Watt?”


“Life’s a very unfair thing, miss,” sniffed the butler. “Or, leastways, it is for some.”


“Do you know this Madame –” Emmeline looked at her mother’s letter again, just to be sure – “Blancheflour?”


Watt gave a small cough. “Can’t say I do, miss, but I’m sure she’s a right fine lady who’ll take great care of you and keep you safe for Mrs. Mitchell and me.”


“But she could be a horrible old hag!” Emmeline’s nose was starting to feel like it was melting inside. Irritated, she swiped at it before wiping her hand on the tablecloth. She blinked up at Watt. “If I have to go, can I send you letters, at least? Just in case I’m being locked in a basement or something?”


“Not sure the postman’ll pick up letters from a locked basement, miss.” Watt turned to her and tried to smile, but it didn’t really work. After the third attempt he gave up.


“But if they – if they come home, Mum and Dad, I mean, won’t you let me know? So that I can come back?”


“Don’t ask silly questions, miss,” said Watt, drawing in a deep breath and sticking out his chest. “You saw what your mother wrote, didn’t you? So let’s get a move on.”


“But, Watt, I—”


“Now, miss. I know you was told not to plead or kick up a fuss or do anything like that. Come on. You’ve got your satchel?”


“But, Watt—”


“No buts! Chop-chop. We’re running out of time. Good lass.”


And that was that. Emmeline slid down off her chair, put the letter, envelope, and ticket safely in a satchel pocket, and followed Watt to the front door, her head spinning. As she walked down the tiled hallway, which seemed to be closing in around her, she became engulfed in a large and slightly sticky hug. It smelled rather cinnamony.


“Mrs. Mitchell,” she gasped after a few moments. “I can’t breathe!”


“Have a safe voyage, my pet,” Mrs. Mitchell whispered, patting Emmeline’s head with a floury hand. “And we’ll wait for your first letter from Par-ee, so we will.”


“Thank you,” said Emmeline, overwhelmed by the thought of writing letters from anywhere that wasn’t Widget Manor.


“Good girl. Now get trottin’. Watt’ll have the car started for you.” With warm, wet kisses drying on her cheeks, Emmeline fumbled her way down the rest of the hallway and staggered out into the day. Before she knew it, Watt had her tucked into the backseat of the car, bags of clothes and shoes and other useless stuff all around her, and they were driving off down the gravel lane that led to the Rest of the World, the house and its ferocious garden fading into the background. Mrs. Mitchell stood on the front step, flapping and waving, until they turned out on to the road, and it was at that point that Emmeline’s heart started to pound, just a little.


“Everythin’ all right there, miss?” called Watt, peering at her through the mirror. “You’re very quiet— Eh! You billabong-nosed baboon!” he yelled, swerving out of the way of another driver and honking loudly. “Not you, miss,” he clarified quickly, but Emmeline hardly heard him through the pounding of her heart in her ears. She grabbed the handle of the car door in sweaty-palmed panic as they drove on.


“Watt, will you keep my books safe? For when I get back?” she asked, breathing deeply through her nose and focusing her gaze on the horizon. She’d read somewhere that these were good measures against travel sickness. So far she wasn’t finding them terribly effective.


“O’course. Either that or ship ’em off to you. Whichever,” replied Watt. He paused to pound on the horn again, this time at a poor delivery boy who happened to step out at just the wrong second. “Take care, you pilchard brain! Honestly, some people shouldn’t be allowed in public without supervision, I tell you…”


As Watt muttered under his breath, Emmeline unstuck her fingers from the door handle, feeling her circulation return to normal. To distract herself from Watt’s driving, she fished her parents’ letter out of her satchel again. You will make your way to the address below, her mother had written, and printed at the bottom of the letter was the following information:




MADAME GRAMERCY BLANCHEFLOUR


224 RUE DU DÉMIURGE


99901 PARIS





How on earth was she ever going to find this place? She’d never been to Paris – she’d never been anywhere.


She read the beginning again, hearing her mother’s voice in her head as her blurring eyes skipped over the lines.


If so, then chances are, unfortunately, that we shall never see you again…


Emmeline noticed her fingers shaking a little as she replaced the letter, and she formed two fists on top of her satchel, her knuckles whitening. At the same time she told herself in no uncertain terms that she was to grow up and stop being such a nincompoop.


But that, of course, was easier said than done.

















CHAPTER THREE





Watt drew the car to a juddering halt just in front of a long, low, white-painted building. Large double doors swung open and closed constantly as people passed through in both directions, most of them carrying luggage – or having it carried for them. Beyond the doors was a mystery, though from what Emmeline could tell, it involved light, and sparkling music, and lots of noise.


Just then a huge MAAAAAAAARP split the air into molecules. Emmeline jumped, dropping her satchel on the floor in the process.


“Only the ship’s horn, miss,” said Watt, covering Emmeline’s embarrassment. “Nothing at all to be concerned about. Now let’s get started, shall we?”


Emmeline couldn’t find the words to ask Watt to let her stay. Instead, she gave a very tight squeak, like someone rubbing a finger on a wet windowpane. The next thing she knew, he’d flung open the car door and was bundling her out, making a rather unnecessary fuss about it. As soon as she’d found her feet, Watt whistled, and as if he’d been waiting for the summons, a boy ran over pushing a large, flat-based luggage cart. He had a wide face, covered in sweat, and a small hat tied to his head with string, and he almost bashed his cart into Emmeline’s leg as he came to a stop. She was overcome with an urge to cower behind Watt for protection but glowered at the boy instead.


“Sir?” he said, ignoring her. “Cart, sir?”


“For Miss Widget’s bags,” said Watt in a rather grand and unfamiliar voice. “The young lady is sailing for Paris this morning, and so a bit of haste would be appreciated.”


“O’course, sir,” said the boy. “Very good, sir.” Emmeline watched in amazement as the boy hauled every last box, bag, and case out of the car and placed them on the cart, all in the space of less than a minute.


“Miss?” he said, stretching out his hand to take her satchel. Emmeline clutched it to her chest, her nostrils flaring in indignation.


“The young lady prefers to keep that piece of luggage about her person at all times. If you don’t mind,” said Watt smoothly. The boy shrugged before turning away and taking off through the doors of the white building like a greyhound out of a trap.


“Best get a move on, then, miss,” said Watt. His ordinary voice was back, sounding a little quieter than normal. “Don’t want your worldly accoutrements sailing the high seas without you, eh?” Emmeline noticed him looking around, his scrawny neck and bulging eyes reminding her of a wary bird, as though he suspected predators everywhere. She felt her indignation drain away, replaced by a heavy coldness that settled around her heart.


“But, Watt. Why do I have to go right now?” she asked, feeling very small. Her eyes were hot. Something tickled her cheek, and she raised her hand to wipe it. Much to her surprise, her fingers came away wet. “Why is there such a rush?”


“Well, now, miss, I’m the wrong person to ask.” Watt paused in his head-swinging and turned back to her, pulling at his collar. “I s’pose your parents wanted you to be safe, you know, and to get started off into a new life without having too much time to dwell on the past. The less you remember, the less it’ll upset you.” He gave her an uncertain grin, which ended up looking more like a grimace.


Emmeline narrowed her drying eyes at him. “Safe? Are you insane? With parents like mine, it’s amazing I’ve even lived as long as I have.”


“But you did, miss. Live, I mean,” said Watt, glancing around again as if he were looking for something he’d lost. “That’s the important thing.”


“What are you talking—” Emmeline began, but she got no further than that.


“Yer luggage is loaded, miss!” shouted the cart boy from a few feet away. Watt snapped to attention, and Emmeline wanted to scream in frustration. “Boat’s leavin’ in twenty minutes,” gasped the boy, right behind her. “I fair had a struggle gettin’ all the bags on in time, and packed neatly, an’ all…” He let his words trail off into midair, where they hung, pleading. Watt nodded, reaching into his breast pocket, and Emmeline felt the boy tense up beside her as he stared intently at Watt’s fumbling hand.


“Here you are,” said Watt, drawing his fingers out of his pocket. Clutched between them was a crisp white card, which he presented to the boy. “Should you ever need admittance to the London Scientific and Zoological Institute, or any of its associated clubs, simply show this at the door and no questions will be asked. A very useful way for a young man like yourself to get ahead in the world, you know.”


As Watt held out the small white rectangle, Emmeline recognized it as her father’s business card, and a strange feeling washed over her, one that felt a little like missing your footing on the stairs. She noticed something she’d never seen before – letters, all in capitals, embossed above her father’s name. Silently she read a single word, OSCAR, but she had no idea what it meant. Curious, she thought, and filed it away for future reference.


“Yeah,” griped the boy, snatching the card from Watt’s fingers. “Not goin’ to buy me a new pair o’ shoes, though, is it?” Grumbling, he swung his cart away, stuffing the card into his pocket as he went.


And with that, Emmeline’s interest in OSCAR, whoever or whatever it was, burst like a soap bubble. Reality slid back into place all around her.


She turned to Watt, feeling a bit like she was drowning and he was a distant shore. “I don’t want to get on this boat,” she said hopelessly. “Please don’t make me go.”


“Miss, you read the letter,” said Watt, putting his hand on her shoulder. “You know I’ve no choice. Your parents’ wishes are my wishes, miss. They’ve had me by their side all these years, and I can’t turn away from ’em now.”


Emmeline’s jaw dropped. “But don’t my wishes count?”


“No,” answered Watt after a second or two of contemplation. “I can’t say they do, miss.” He looked down at her, his eyes wet and red-rimmed. “I’m sorry, girl. I really am.” He cleared his throat and straightened up, brushing Emmeline’s shoulder like it was dusty. “Now, we’d best not waste any more time. This boat won’t wait for the tardy, remember?”

















CHAPTER FOUR





Emmeline stood on the deck of the giant ship and watched the dark speck that was Watt, several hundred feet below. People all around her were yelling, shouting their farewells, pleading for telegrams and letters and visits and lots of other things, but Emmeline saved her breath. All she wanted from Watt was for him to come striding up the gangplank to take her home, and she knew that was completely pointless. Shouting and shrieking about it would make less than no difference, and so Emmeline stayed quiet and still, like a small, forlorn statue.


Eventually Watt was swallowed by the crowd, and no matter how hard or fast Emmeline blinked, she couldn’t catch sight of him again.


She sighed and stepped back out of the crush, her arms carefully wrapped around her satchel. As she walked across the boards towards the cabins, a sudden vibration under her feet almost knocked her flat. Her fingers instinctively flew to her satchel buckles, which leaped open beneath her practised touch. She began searching for her life-preserving hot water bottle, but then she heard a man nearby cry out with what sounded like joy.


“She’s away!” he said, slapping his friend between the shoulder blades, making the other man cough. “Those’ll be the engines firing up. We’ll be at sea soon enough.”


At sea, Emmeline thought as the guffawing, moustache-wearing gentlemen passed her by. Also meaning “lost” or “confused”, or both.


“Apt,” she said to nobody in particular, grumpily refastening her satchel.


“Didja say somethin’?” replied a curiously metallic, hollow-sounding voice, seemingly out of nowhere. “Only, I thought you did, and I wouldn’t want to be rude an’ not make a suitably witty and interestin’ retort.”


Emmeline looked around. All she could see was a few carefully welded benches, a flotation device or two bolted to the wooden wall in front of her, and a seagull, peering at her sideways.


“I beg your pardon?” she ventured, clutching her satchel close, but the seagull said nothing.


“You talkin’ to me?” The metallic voice sounded no closer nor any further away, but every bit as odd as it had the first time.


“How very strange,” she said, taking a step backwards.


“I’m not strange,” said the voice, now becoming a little less hollow-sounding. “I’m perfickly normal, thank you very much. And I’m over ’ere.” Something moved to Emmeline’s left, and her gaze was caught by a dusty head emerging from a grate in the wall. This head – the colour of whose hair was impossible to determine – was swiftly followed by a grubby body dressed in overalls. The fingernails of this creature were clotted with dirt and oil, and its – his? – face was smeared with grease. As Emmeline watched, he slithered out of the hole he’d been hiding in, until all of him – and there wasn’t much – was standing in front of Emmeline with a hand held out in greeting.


“Mornin’,” he said. “M’name’s Thing. Who’re you?”


“I’m sorry?” said Emmeline, looking at his outstretched hand as if he’d offered her a used handkerchief.


“Yeah, me too,” said the boy wearily.


Emmeline blinked. “Um. Pardon?”


“Sorry ’bout my name,” he replied, taking back his hand and shoving it into a pocket, looking altogether unconcerned. “Wasn’t that what we were talkin’ about?”


“I’m quite sure we weren’t talking about anything,” replied Emmeline, adjusting her grip on her satchel and trying surreptitiously to look around.


“Need a hand with your bag?” The boy snuffled, like he had a heavy cold. “I’m good at that. Givin’ hands with stuff.”


“No,” said Emmeline, aghast. “Thank you.”


“Suit yerself,” he replied, rocking on the balls of his feet. “So, are you goin’ to tell me your name, or do I ’ave to guess it?”


“How on earth would you guess it?” said Emmeline, taking another step back.


“Bet I could,” said Thing, grinning. His teeth were nearly as filthy as his face, and Emmeline’s nose curled upwards in disgust. Thing just grinned wider.


“Look, I have to go to my cabin now,” she said. “So if you’ll excuse me?”


“No,” said Thing. “Is it Amy? Angela? Angelica? No … wait. Agnes. It’s Agnes, ain’t it?”


“What do you mean, no?” said Emmeline, wishing she had Burke’s A History of Tenting (Illustrated) on hand. Thrown just right, it would have done considerable damage.


“Y’asked if I’d excuse you. So I said no. Agnes.”


“My name is not Agnes,” Emmeline muttered.


“Betty? Bettina? Bucephalus! Go on, say it’s Bucephalus. Always wanted to meet one o’ those.”


“You’re not even on the right letter.” Emmeline’s arm was starting to hurt from holding her satchel so tightly, and she really wanted to find her cabin and lie down.


“Right. Caroline. Carly. Christina. Chrysanthemum.”


“Chrysanthemum is a flower. Don’t be ridiculous.”


“Lots of girls’re named after flowers. Rose. Lily. Petunia. Gardenia. Viola. Violet. Daisy. Poppy. Lily.”


“You said Lily already.” Emmeline sighed, shifting her satchel to the other arm.


“So you were listenin’.” Thing grinned.


“My name is Emmeline, all right? Now, can I please go?”


“Emmmmmeliiiiiiine,” said the strange boy, rolling her name around in his mouth like he was tasting it. “I like it. That’ll do.”


“Do for what?”


“Collect names, I do,” Thing replied. “Some day I’ll meet one I can’t resist an’ I’ll keep it for meself.”


Emmeline sighed. “Look, this is fascinating and all, but I really need to… Look, I’m going now. All right?”


Thing shrugged, sucking on his front teeth. “Free country, innit?” he replied, yawning slightly, and pulled out a hand to scratch his head, fixing his gaze on something just beyond Emmeline’s left shoulder. She struggled not to turn to see what it was. “Jus’ don’t come cryin’ to me when you’re on the point o’ dyin’ from boredom, yeah?”


“I’ll try my very hardest,” said Emmeline, squeezing past. Thing smelled like smoke and dirt and sweat, and as soon as she was clear, he swung himself back into the hole in the wall. Despite herself, Emmeline couldn’t help but be curious about where it went.


“Well, cheerio, then,” he said as he waved and disappeared from view. The grate clanged shut and Emmeline was by herself again. Even the seagull was long gone.


She was irritated to notice that she felt a lot more alone than before.

















CHAPTER FIVE





Her cabin, Emmeline soon discovered, was far less luxurious than she’d expected. For one thing, it was barely bigger than a wardrobe. For another, it was crammed full of her bags, which had been unceremoniously thrown in without any consideration for their shape, or their contents. She was fairly sure some of them had been deliberately kicked into place.


Sighing, she closed the door and turned to her left, where a tiny bed was folded flat against the wall. She pulled it down, its springs squealing loudly, and clicked it home. It was so close to the cabin door that you could probably open the door without lifting your head from the pillow. She grimaced. Clutching her satchel, she clambered up on the bed and stood on tiptoe to gaze out of the porthole window set right above it. All she could see outside were planks and planks of empty deck leading to a railing and, beyond that, nothing but water, water everywhere.


Like a magician’s rabbit pulled out of a hat, a head suddenly appeared outside the porthole, slightly distorted by the thick glass. Emmeline blinked, but it didn’t go away.


Then the head grinned in at her, and Emmeline sighed again, this time from her toes. Her curiosity about Thing had dwindled on the way to her cabin, exhaustion sweeping in to take its place, and she really wasn’t in the mood to have another conversation, particularly with him. But there he was, enthusiastically gesturing at her to open up. She pretended not to understand for a minute, but he just raised his eyebrows at her.


“All right, all right,” she grumbled. After a few finger-rattling moments, when she had to strain against the tight seal, the porthole window finally unstuck itself with a loud pop.


“H’lo,” said Thing. “Ice cream?”


“Sorry?” said Emmeline.


“Ice. Cream,” repeated Thing. As he spoke, he thrust a small, battered cardboard carton through the window. His fingers were thick with dirt, and although the ice cream itself looked delicious, Emmeline couldn’t imagine eating it without thinking of Thing, which was enough to put her off food entirely.


“Thank you,” she said politely.


“Well, ain’t you gonna eat it?” said Thing.


“Not really hungry just now, actually,” said Emmeline, even though nothing could have been further from the truth. She realized that in the rush to leave she hadn’t had breakfast, and despite the fact that looking at the ice cream was enough to make her weak, she refused to budge. She’d have to test it for contaminants and poisons, and check it thoroughly to make sure there were no traps embedded in it, and—“


Suit yerself,” said Thing, leaning back and bringing the tiny carton with him. His grimy spoon was just about to sink into the clean white mound when Emmeline couldn’t bear it any more.


“No!” she cried. Thing paused, his spoon inches from the ice cream. “I mean, actually, I could force it down, I suppose.”


“Thought as much,” said Thing, grinning, and he handed the carton to her. He fished another spoon out of an unseen pocket and huffed a breath over it before polishing it vigorously on his sleeve. Then he presented it to Emmeline, handle first.


“There y’are,” he said, settling his elbows on the curved edge of the porthole.


Emmeline’s stomach was rolling and growling and boiling inside her. She’d never eaten anything she hadn’t tested, of course, as was only sensible living with parents like hers. But, she told herself, it’s going to melt away to nothing… She stared at the silver belly of the spoon that Thing had given her, and tried not to see the millions of tiny germs that she felt quite sure were skating around on it, laughing up at her with their mouldy teeth.


“Just get going, would ya?” murmured Thing. “I ain’t got all day to ’ang around here, y’know.” He paused thoughtfully before continuing. “Or, well, I ’ave, but I don’t want to spend all day ’angin’ around here. Better things to do.”


Emmeline watched her fingers dig the filthy spoon into the pristine ice cream. As if her hand were being driven by someone else, it lifted itself to her mouth. Her lips opened, the spoon went in, and the next thing she knew, she was licking the carton clean.


“Weren’t ’ungry, were ya?” Thing grinned.


“Sorry,” said Emmeline, wiping her chin.


“Yeah,” said Thing. “Now. Ready for yer adventure?” Emmeline, who felt she was already having the worst and most terrible adventure of her life, stared out at him.


“What adventure?” Thing didn’t answer but instead spread his arms wide to the left and right, as though taking in the whole ship.


“Stand back,” he said. When Emmeline didn’t move immediately, he repeated himself, this time with a bit more force. “Stand back, yeah? I’m comin’ through!” Before Emmeline could tell him she’d rather he didn’t, actually, he’d stuck his head through the porthole. Like toothpaste being squeezed out of a tube, the rest of him followed, until – with a somersault – he was standing on her bed, grinning through his mop of filthy hair. Emmeline grabbed her satchel, using it like a shield, and snapped her mouth closed.


“D’you ever put that awkward-lookin’ thing down?” said Thing, nodding at the satchel. He sniffed wetly. “Anyway. Are ya in or not?”


Emmeline thought about it for a few seconds.


“Well – what does it involve?” she asked, keeping a tight grip on her satchel.


Thing grinned again, and then, without giving Emmeline any chance to prepare herself, he jumped down from the bed, grabbed her hand, and started running for the door.

















CHAPTER SIX





“So, what’s in the bag, then?”


“It’s not a bag. It’s a satchel. My satchel.”


“What’s in the satchawatsit, then?”


“Stuff. I need. To keep me safe.”


Thing snorted. “What about this, up here?” He tapped Emmeline on her forehead. “Or these?” He pulled at her sleeve, shaking her arm about. “Them’s what keep a body safe, y’know. Not an overgrown handbag.”


“Satchel. It’s not a hard word.”


“Yeah. Well,” said Thing sagely. He sniffed and stared out to sea. “Hey, I wonder if we’ll see any icebergs?” He sat up, straight and alert, on the lookout. They were lying in a quiet nook near the front of the ship, far from the first-class decks, sheltered by thick coils of rope and mostly hidden behind a large pipe. They’d spent hours exploring (or, rather, poking about where they didn’t belong while dodging anyone in uniform). When they’d grown bored, they decided to camp out while they figured out what to do next. They hadn’t come up with anything, and now dusk was closing in. It had been a long day, in every way imaginable.


Emmeline blinked. “I don’t think they get this far down without breaking up, do they?” Thing just shrugged in reply, his shoulders slumping again. Emmeline sat up and gazed out across the expanse of water all around the ship, scouring it for any sight of the fabled ice mountains that were reputed to haunt the seas. Nobody (at least, nobody that had ever taken the time to explain it to her) seemed to understand why, but the frozen places of the world had been crumbling away for years, slowly sending white, freezing peaks into the oceans. They gradually melted as they went, raising the sea levels and, bit by bit, changing the weather into a cold, bad-tempered thing. It had started gradually, many years before, so nobody had bothered to do anything about it; now, Emmeline knew, it was happening so fast that it was changing the world for good, altering coastlines and destroying towns and cities, and it seemed hard to know where to start in putting things right. She didn’t like to think about it much, but she knew her parents were worried, particularly since it had suddenly seemed to grow much worse over the past year or so. Or, she thought with a pang, it did worry them, before.


“In the old days, you know, the voyage to France was much shorter. Less water to cross. And Paris was a lot further inland then,” she said, trying to drown out her mind.


“Wouldn’t know much about it,” said Thing.


“Well, yeah. Me neither.” Emmeline sighed. Several quiet moments passed, punctuated by nothing but the skraaawk of seagulls overhead.


“This ain’t much of an adventure, is it?” Thing said, hopping up. Quick as anything, he wriggled between the bars of the ship’s railing and swung out over the water, holding on by just his knees, his feet braced against the edge of the deck. “Whoo!” he yelled, bucking with the movement of the ship. “This is more like it!” He glanced back at Emmeline, who was too rigid with fear to notice the glint in his eye.


“Get in here, will you!” she shouted. “You’ll fall!”


“Won’t either,” called Thing.


“You will! You could lose your balance, or faint, or anything!”


“Nah! I’m too clever for all that. Watch me!” Thing leaned further out, his body like a bowsprit sticking out of the side of the ship. He laughed, h is hair gluing to his face in thick, damp clumps.


Emmeline felt her heart knock against her collarbone. “Please! Please! Don’t fall!”


“Or what? What do you care?” shouted Thing, his eyes bright.


“I don’t care, I just… Hey!” As Emmeline spoke, Thing’s foot slipped – or seemed to. Before she knew what she was doing, she flung herself forwards and grabbed his hand with both her own. She hauled him upright and then back through the railing where they lay together on the slick deck, panting and cold and tingling with exhilaration and terror. Thing looked at Emmeline and grinned, throwing her a wink. She just stared at him, breathing hard.


“Hey,” he said. “You let go of yer satchel, finally.” Emmeline was too busy trying to calm her heart to reply straightaway, but the realization that he was right jerked through her body.


“And you learned to say the word, finally,” she muttered. She sat up and crawled over to where her satchel lay, then opened it to check that everything was as it should be.


“Yeah. Good with words, me,” said Thing with a chuckle. Emmeline just sat there, dragging her satchel across her lap like it was a pet dog. She looked over at her strange companion and frowned, feeling somehow that she’d been outsmarted and not knowing why.


“So, why are you even on this ship? Where are your parents?” she asked, folding herself up small and trying to force her teeth not to chatter.


“Might ask you the same thing,” said Thing. He settled himself, cross-legged, on the deck beside her, sweeping his hair out of his face with a wet hand.


“Well, I…” Emmeline began. “It’s sort of hard to explain.” Particularly when you don’t understand it yourself, she thought, picking absentmindedly at a loose thread on the buckle of her satchel.


“Fascinatin’ story, that,” said Thing after a minute. “My own tale, well, it’s fairly similar. I’m here because I’m here, and I intend to stay here until someone realizes I’m not s’posed to be here and throws me overboard.” He sniffed good-naturedly and flashed Emmeline his ever-present grin. Somehow it made her feel a little better.


“Well, I guess we’re in the same boat, then,” she said, glancing at him.


“Oh, an’ a comedian, too,” said Thing with a snort. “We’ll need to work on yer joke tellin’ if this here arrangement is goin’ to get anywhere.”


“Arrangement?” she echoed, looking back at him properly.


“You know. Me savin’ you from terminal boredom.”


“I think I’d rather be back at home,” she said with a sigh.


“Ouch,” said Thing, chuckling. “Not that bad, am I?”


Emmeline grinned through a deep yawn. “Can we pick this up tomorrow?” she asked. Her tiny cabin with its rickety bed seemed irresistibly inviting suddenly.


“Don’t see why not,” he replied, getting to his feet in one smooth movement. He offered Emmeline his hand, but she and her satchel struggled up unaided. They set off in weary silence, and remained that way until they’d almost reached Emmeline’s door. They’d just turned the final corner when, without warning, Thing stopped short. Emmeline walked into his back.


“Hey! Wait!” he whispered, dragging Emmeline out of sight.


“Not now, all right? I’m wet, and I’m sleepy, and I want to get out of these clothes—”


“Yeah, well, you’re gonna be all those things and dead to boot if you don’t shut it and stay hid!” said Thing between gritted teeth. “Just get over ’ere!” Emmeline rolled her eyes and slapped herself up against the wall beside Thing, clutching her satchel close.


“Y’see?” hissed Thing, nodding up towards her door. “Fellas movin’! Doin’ stuff!”


Emmeline leaned out around him and looked. She could hear muffled thumping and raised voices coming from her cabin. A fluttering piece of fabric rustled out of the door like a dying bird, and she saw with some embarrassment that it was her nightgown.


“Fancy,” muttered Thing as it flapped sadly in the breeze before vanishing into the murky evening.


“Don’t start,” she replied.


“Are you, like, rich, or what?” he asked in a low voice.


“Not especially.”


“Enough for those blokes to be rippin’ your room to bits?”


Emmeline frowned. “Wouldn’t have thought so.”


“Right. Well, we’ve got to get out of here, ain’t we?”


“What? Why? I can’t leave all my things just—” At this, a large, bald-headed figure came striding out of Emmeline’s cabin, a suitcase under each arm. He walked to the ship’s railing and grabbed the handle of each bag. Then, without a second’s hesitation, he shook them out like he was beating dust out of a carpet. Emmeline’s belongings – her clothes, her shoes, her hairbrush, her favourite teddy bear for those nights when the darkness got a little bit too dark, her toothbrush, and at least five spare pairs of socks – tumbled out into the sea, lost forever in the churning water. The empty suitcases followed soon after.


Emmeline felt like someone had kicked her. “Hey!” she shouted before she could stop herself. The man jerked and turned, his meaty arms swinging.


“What are you – did you just – you did, didn’t you?” spluttered Thing, pulling at Emmeline’s sleeve. She didn’t move.


“Oi!” yelled the man, shouting over his shoulder. “Out ’ere!” A crash, followed by a muffled scuffling, sounded from the cabin, and shadows skittered across the deck as people – large people – started moving towards the door. The bald man took two long strides in their direction, growling as he came.


“An’ that’s our cue to go. Go!” Emmeline felt Thing shove her out of their hiding place. His grip around her arm was like iron as he dragged her away.


“But we’ve got to—” she started to say, her eyes fixed on the light being thrown through her door. Her door, with her things inside!


“I ain’t got to do nothin’,” said Thing. “Come on, will ya?”


Emmeline turned, shaking off Thing’s hand, and with that, they were gone.
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