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To Claudia, my mother





Yet the memory would not set into the setting sun, that green and frozen glance to the wide blue sea where broken hearts are wrecked out of their wounds. A blind sky bleached white the intellect of human bone, skinning the emotions from the fracture to reveal the grief underneath. And the mirror reveals me, a naked and vulnerable fact.


Dambudzo Marechera, Black Sunlight






  

     

  


A mile below the lowest cloud, rock breaches water and the sea begins.


It has been given many names. Each inlet and bay and stream has been classified as if it were discrete. But it is one thing, where borders are absurd. It fills the spaces between stones and sand, curling around coastlines and filling trenches between the continents.


At the edges of the world the salt water is cold enough to burn. Huge slabs of frozen sea mimic the land, and break and crash and re-form, criss-crossed with tunnels, the homes of frost-crabs, philosophers with shells of living ice. In the southern shallows there are forests of pipe-worms and kelp and predatory corals. Sunfish move with idiot grace. Trilobites make nests in bones and dissolving iron.


The sea throngs.


There are free-floating top-dwellers that live and die in surf without ever seeing dirt beneath them. Complex ecosystems flourish in neritic pools and flatlands, sliding on organic scree to the edge of rock shelves and dropping into a zone below light.


There are ravines. Presences something between molluscs and deities squat patiently below eight miles of water. In the lightless cold a brutality of evolution obtains. Rude creatures emit slime and phosphorescence and move with flickerings of unclear limbs. The logic of their forms derives from nightmares.




There are bottomless shafts of water. There are places where the granite and muck base of the sea falls away in vertical tunnels that plumb miles, spilling into other planes, under pressure so great that the water flows sluggish and thick. It spurts through the pores of reality, seeping back in dangerous washes, leaving fissures through which displaced forces can emerge.


In the chill middle deeps, hydrothermic vents break through the rocks and spew clouds of superheated water. Intricate creatures bask in this ambient warmth their whole short lives, never straying beyond a few feet of warm, mineral-rich water into a cold which would kill them.


The landscape below the surface is one of mountains and canyons and forests, shifting dunes, ice caverns and graveyards. The water is dense with matter. Islands float impossibly in the deeps, caught on charmed tides. Some are the size of coffins, little slivers of flint and granite that refuse to sink. Others are gnarled rocks half a mile long, suspended thousands of feet down, moving on slow, arcane streams. There are communities on these unsinking lands: there are hidden kingdoms.


There is heroism and brute warfare on the ocean floor, unnoticed by land-dwellers. There are gods and catastrophes.


Intruding vessels pass between the sea and the air. Their shadows fleck the bottom where it is high enough for light to reach. The trading ships and cogs, the whaling boats pass over the rot of other craft. Sailors’ bodies fertilize the water. Scavenger fish feed on eyes and lips. There are jags in the coral architecture where masts and anchors have been reclaimed. Lost ships are mourned or forgotten, and the living floor of the sea takes them and hides them with barnacles, gives them as caves to morays and ratfish and cray outcasts; and other more savage things.


In the deepest places, where physical norms collapse under the crushing water, bodies still fall softly through the dark, days after their vessels have capsized.


They decay on their long journey down. Nothing will hit the black sand at the bottom of the world but algae-covered bones.


At the edges of the shelves of rock where cold, light water gives way to a creeping darkness, a he-cray scrambles. He sees prey, clicks and rattles deep in his throat, while he slips the hood from his hunting squid and releases it.


It bolts from him, diving for the shoal of fat mackerel that boil and re-form like a cloud twenty feet above. Its foot-long tentacles open and whip closed again. The squid returns to its master, dragging a dying fish, and the school reknits behind it.


The cray slices the head and tail from the mackerel and slips the carcass into a net bag at his belt. The bloody head he gives his squid to gnaw.


The upper body of the cray, the soft, unarmoured section, is sensitive to minute shifts of tide and temperature. He feels a prickling against his sallow skin as complex washes of water meet and interact. With an abrupt spasm the mackerel-cloud congeals and disappears over the crusted reef.


The cray raises his arm and calls his squid closer to him, soothes it gently. He fingers his harpoon.


He is standing on a granite ridge, where seaweed and ferns move against him, caressing his long underbelly. To his right, swells of porous stone rise above him. To the left the slope falls away fast into disphotic water. He can feel the chill emanating from below. He looks out into a steep gradation of blue. Way overhead, on the surface, there are ripples of light. Below him the rays peter swiftly out. He stands only a little way above the border of perpetual dark.


He treads carefully here, on the edge of the plateau. He often comes to hunt here, where prey are less careful, away from the lighter, warmer shallows. Sometimes big game rises curiously from the pitch, unused to his shrewd tactics and barbed spears. The cray shifts nervously in the current and stares out into the open sea. Sometimes it is not prey but predators that rise from the twilight zone.


Eddies of cold roll over him. Pebbles are dislodged around his feet and bounce slowly down the slope and out of sight. The cray braces himself on the slippery boulders.


Somewhere below him there is a soft percussion of rocks. A chill not carried by any current creeps across his skin. Stones are realigning, and a spill of thaumaturgic wash is spewing through new crevices.


Something baleful is emerging in the cold water, at the edge of the dark.


The cray hunter’s squid is beginning to panic, and when he releases it again, it jets instantly up the slope, towards the light. He peers back into the murk, looking for the source of the sound.


There is an ominous vibration. As he tries to see through water stained by dust and plankton, something moves. Way below, a plug of rock bigger than a man shudders. The cray bites his lip as the great irregular stone falls suddenly free and begins a grinding descent.


The thundering of its passage reverberates long after it has become invisible.




There is a pit in the slope now, that stains the sea with darkness. It is quiet and motionless for a time, and the cray fingers his spear with anxiety, clutching at it and hefting it and feeling himself tremble.


And then, softly, something colourless and cold slips from the hole.


It confuses the eye, flitting with a grotesque organic swiftness that seems to belie intention, like gore falling from a wound. The he-cray is quite still. His fear is intense.


Another shape emerges. Again he cannot make it out: it evades him, it is like a memory or an impression, it will not be specified. It is fast and corporeal and coldly terrifying.


There is another, and then more, until a constant quick stream dribbles from the darkness. The presences shift, not quite invisible, communing and dissipating, their movements opaque.


The he-cray is still. He can hear strange, whispering discourses on the tides.


His eyes widen as he glimpses massive backbent teeth, bodies pebbled with rucks. Sinuous muscled things fluttering in the freezing water.


The he-cray starts and steps backwards, his feet skittering on sloping stone, trying to quiet himself but too slow – small shattered sounds emerging from him.


With a single motion, a lazy, predatory twitch, the dark things that huddle in council below him move. The he-cray sees the darks of a score of eyes, and he knows that they are watching.


And then with a monstrous grace, they rise, and are upon him.




 



ONE


CHANNELS




1


It is only ten miles beyond the city that the river loses its momentum, drooling into the brackish estuary that feeds Iron Bay.


The boats that make the eastward journey out of New Crobuzon enter a lower landscape. To the south there are huts and rotten little jetties from where rural labourers fish to supplement monotonous diets. Their children wave at travellers, warily. Occasionally there is a knoll of rock or a small copse of darkwood trees, places that defy cultivation, but mostly the land is clear of stones.


From the decks, sailors can see over the fringe of hedgerow and trees and bramble to a tract of fields. This is the stubby end of the Grain Spiral, the long curl of farmland that feeds the city. Men and women can be seen among the crops, or ploughing the black earth, or burning the stubble – depending on the season. Barges putter weirdly between fields, on canals hidden by banks of earth and vegetation. They go endlessly between the metropolis and the estates. They bring chymicals and fuel, stone and cement and luxuries to the country. They return to the city past acres of cultivation studded with hamlets, great houses and mills, with sack upon sack of grain and meat.


The transport never stops. New Crobuzon is insatiable.


*


The north bank of the Gross Tar is wilder.


It is a long expanse of scrub and marsh. It stretches out for more than eighty miles, till the foothills and low mountains that creep at it from the west cover it completely. Ringed by the river, the mountains and the sea, the rocky scrubland is an empty place. If there are inhabitants other than the birds, they stay out of sight.


Bellis Coldwine took her passage on an east-bound boat in the last quarter of the year, at a time of constant rain. The fields she saw were cold mud. The half-bare trees dripped. Their silhouettes looked wetly inked onto the clouds.


Later, when she thought back to that miserable time, Bellis was shaken by the detail of her memories. She could recall the formation of a flock of geese that passed over the boat, barking; the stench of sap and earth; the slate shade of the sky. She remembered searching the hedgerow with her eyes but seeing no one. Only threads of woodsmoke in the soaking air, and squat houses shuttered against weather.


The subdued movement of greenery in the wind.


She had stood on the deck enveloped in her shawl and watched and listened for children’s games or anglers, or for someone tending one of the battered kitchen gardens she saw. But she heard only feral birds. The only human forms she saw were scarecrows, their rudimentary features impassive.


It had not been a long journey, but the memory of it filled her like infection. She had felt tethered by time to the city behind her, so that the minutes stretched out taut as she moved away, and slowed the further she got, dragging out her little voyage.


And then they had snapped, and she had found herself catapulted here, now, alone and away from home.




Much later, when she was miles from everything she knew, Bellis would wake, astonished that it was not the city itself, her home for more than forty years, that she dreamed of. It was that little stretch of river, that weather-beaten corridor of country that had surrounded her for less than half a day.


In a quiet stretch of water, a few hundred feet from the rocky shore of Iron Bay, three decrepit ships were moored. Their anchors were rooted deep in silt. The chains that attached them were scabbed with years of barnacles.


They were unseaworthy, smeared bitumen-black, with big wooden structures built precariously at the stern and bow. Their masts were stumps. Their chimneys were cold and crusted with old guano.


The ships were close together. They were ringed with buoys strung together with barbed chain, above and below the water. The three old vessels were enclosed in their own patch of sea, unmoved by any currents.


They drew the eye. They were watched.


In another ship some distance away, Bellis raised herself to her porthole and looked out at them, as she had done several times over the previous hours. She folded her arms tight below her breasts and bent forward towards the glass.


Her berth seemed quite still. The movement of the sea beneath her was slow and slight enough to be imperceptible.


The sky was flint-grey and sodden. The shoreline and the rock hills that ringed Iron Bay looked worn and very cold, patched with crabgrass and pale saline ferns.


Those wooden hulks on the water were the darkest things visible.




Bellis sat slowly back on her bunk and picked up her letter. It was written like a diary; lines or paragraphs separated by dates. As she read over what she had last written she opened a tin box of pre-rolled cigarillos and matches. She lit up and inhaled deeply, pulling a fountain pen from her pocket and adding several words in a terse hand before she breathed the smoke away.




  

  Skullday 26th Rinden 1779. Aboard the Terpsichoria.


It is nearly a week since we left the mooring in Tarmuth, and I am glad to have gone. It is an ugly, violent town.


I spent my nights in my lodgings, as advised, but my days were my own. I saw what there was to the place. It is ribbon-thin, a strip of industry that juts a mile or so north and south of the estuary, split by the water. Every day, the few thousand residents are joined by huge numbers who come from the city at dawn, making their way from New Crobuzon in boat-and cartloads to work. Every night the bars and bordellos are full of foreign sailors on brief shore-leave.


Most reputable ships, I am told, travel the extra miles to New Crobuzon itself, to unload in the Kelltree docks. Tarmuth docks have not worked at more than half-capacity for two hundred years. It is only tramp steamers and freebooters that unload there – their cargoes will end up in the city just the same, but they have neither the time nor the money for the extra miles and the higher duty imposed by official channels.


There are always ships. Iron Bay is full of ships – breaking off from long journeys, sheltering from the sea. Merchant boats from Gnurr Kett and Khadoh and Shankell, on their way to or from New Crobuzon, moored near enough Tarmuth for their crews to relax. Sometimes, far out in the middle of the bay, I saw seawyrms released from the bridles of chariot-ships, playing and hunting.


The economy of Tarmuth is more than prostitution and piracy. The town is full of industrial yards and sidings. It lives as it has for centuries, on the building of ships. The shoreline is punctuated with scores of shipyards, building slipways like weird forests of vertical girders. In some loom ghostly half-completed vessels. The work is ceaseless, loud and filthy.


The streets are criss-crossed with little private railways that take timber or fuel or whatever from one side of Tarmuth to the other. Each different company has built its own line to link its various concerns, and each is jealously guarded. The town is an idiotic tangle of railways, all replicating each others’ journeys.


I don’t know if you know this. I don’t know if you have visited this town.


The people here have an ambivalent relationship with New Crobuzon. Tarmuth could not exist a solitary day without the patronage of the capital. They know it and resent it. Their surly independence is an affectation.


I had to stay there almost three weeks. The captain of the Terpsichoria was shocked when I told him I would join him in Tarmuth itself, rather than sailing with him from New Crobuzon, but I insisted, as I had to. My position on this ship was conditional on a knowledge of Salkrikaltor Cray, which I falsely claimed. I had less than a month until we sailed, to make my lie a truth.




I made arrangements. I spent my days in Tarmuth in the company of one Marikkatch, an elderly he-cray who had agreed to act as my tutor. Every day I would walk to the salt canals of the cray quarter. I would sit on the low balcony that circled his room, and he would settle his armoured underbody on some submerged furnishing and scratch and twitch his scrawny human chest, haranguing me from the water.


It was hard. He does not read. He is not a trained teacher. He stays in the town only because some accident or predator has maimed him, tearing off all but one leg from his left side, so that he can no longer hunt even the sluggish fish of Iron Bay. It might make a better story to claim that I had affection for him, that he is a loveable, cantankerous old gentleman, but he is a shit and a bore. I could make no complaints, however. I had no choice but to concentrate, to effect a few focus hexes, will myself into the language trance (and oh! how hard that was! I have left it so long my mind has grown fat and disgusting!) and drink in every word he gave me.


It was hurried and unsystematic – it was a mess, a bloody mess – but by the time the Terpsichoria tied up in the harbour I had a working understanding of his clicking tongue.


I left the embittered old bastard to his stagnant water, quit my lodgings there and came to my cabin – this cabin from where I write.


We sailed away from Tarmuth port on the morning of Dustday, heading slowly towards the deserted southern shores of Iron Bay, twenty miles from town. In careful formation at strategic points around the edge of the bay, in quiet spots by rugged land and pine forests, I spotted ships. No one will speak of them. I know they are the ships of the New Crobuzon government. Privateers and others.


It is now Skullday.


On Chainday I was able to persuade the captain to let me disembark, and I spent the morning on the shore. Iron Bay is drab, but anything is better than the damned ship. I am beginning to doubt that it is an improvement on Tarmuth. I am driven to bedlam by the incessant, moronic slap of waves.


Two taciturn crewmen rowed me ashore, watching without pity as I stepped over the edge of the little boat and walked the last few feet through freezing surf. My boots are still stiff and salt-stained.


I sat on the pebbles and threw stones into the water. I read some of the long, bad novel I found on board. I watched the ship. It is moored close to the prisons, so that our captain can easily entertain and converse with the lieutenant-gaolers. I watched the prison-ships themselves. There was no movement from their decks, from behind their portholes. There is never any movement.


I swear, I do not know if I can do this. I miss you, and New Crobuzon.


I remember my journey.


It is hard to believe that it is only ten miles from the city to the godsforsaken sea.







There was a knocking at the door of the tiny cabin. Bellis’s lips pursed and she waved her sheaf of paper to dry it. Unhurriedly she folded it and replaced it in the chest containing her belongings. She drew her knees up a little higher and played with her pen, watching as the door opened.




A nun stood on the threshold, her arms braced at either side of the doorway.


‘Miss Coldwine,’ she said uncertainly. ‘May I come in?’


‘It’s your cabin too, Sister,’ said Bellis quietly. Her pen spun over and around her thumb. It was a neurotic little trick she had perfected at university.


Sister Meriope shuffled forward a little and sat on the solitary chair. She smoothed her dark russet habit around her, fiddled with her wimple.


‘It has been some days now since we became cabin-mates, Miss Coldwine,’ Sister Meriope began, ‘and I do not feel … as if I yet know you at all. And this is not a situation I would wish to continue. As we are to be travelling and living together for many weeks … some companionship, some closeness could only make those days easier …’ Her voice failed, and she knotted her hands.


Bellis watched her, unmoving. Despite herself, she felt a trickle of contemptuous pity. She could imagine herself as Sister Meriope must see her. Angular, harsh and bone-thin. Pale. Lips and hair stained the cold purple of bruises. Tall and unforgiving.


You don’t feel as if you know me, Sister, she thought, because I haven’t spoken twenty words to you in a week, and I don’t look at you unless you speak to me, and then I stare you down. She sighed. Meriope was crippled by her calling. Bellis could imagine her writing in her journal ‘Miss Coldwine is quiet, yet I know that I shall come to love her like a sister.’ I am not, thought Bellis, getting involved with you. I will not become your sounding board. I will not redeem you of whatever tawdry tragedy brings you here.




Bellis eyed Sister Meriope, and did not speak.


When she had first introduced herself, Meriope had claimed that she was travelling to the colonies to establish a church, to proselytize, for the glory of Darioch and Jabber. She had said it with a small sniff and a furtive look, idiotically unconvincing. Bellis did not know why Meriope was being sent to Nova Esperium, but it must have to do with some misfortune or disgrace, the transgression of some idiotic nunnish vow.


She glanced at Meriope’s midriff, looking for swelling under those forgiving robes. That would be the most likely explanation. The Daughters of Darioch were supposed to forgo sensual pleasures.


I will not serve as replacement confessor for you, thought Bellis. I have my own bloody exile to work out.


‘Sister,’ she said, ‘I’m afraid you catch me at work. I have no time for pleasantries, I regret to say. Perhaps another time.’ She was irritated with herself for that last tiny concession, but it had no effect, anyway. Meriope was broken.


‘The captain wishes to see you,’ the nun said, muffled and forlorn. ‘His cabin, at six o’clock.’ She shuffled out of the door like a bullied dog.


Bellis sighed and swore quietly. She lit another cigarillo and smoked it right through, pinching the skin above her nose hard, before pulling out her letter again.


‘I will go bloody mad,’ she scribbled quickly, ‘if this damned nun does not stop fawning and leave me alone. Gods preserve me. Gods rot this damned boat.’


It was dark when Bellis obeyed the captain’s summons.


His cabin was his office. It was small, and pleasantly outfitted in dark wood and brass. There were a few pictures and prints on the walls, and Bellis glanced at them and knew that they were not the captain’s, that they came with the ship.


Captain Myzovic gestured her to sit.


‘Miss Coldwine,’ he said as she settled herself, ‘I hope your quarters are satisfactory. Your food? The crew? Good, good.’ He looked down briefly at the papers on his desk. ‘I wanted to raise a couple of issues with you, Miss Coldwine,’ he said, and sat back.


She waited, staring at him. He was a hard-faced, handsome man in his fifties. His uniform was clean and pressed, which not all captains’ were. Bellis did not know whether it would be to her advantage to meet his eyes calmly or demurely to look away.


‘Miss Coldwine, we haven’t spoken very much about your duties,’ he said quietly. ‘I will do you the courtesy, of course, of treating you like a lady. I must tell you I’m not used to hiring those of your sex, and had the Esperium authorities not been impressed by your records and references, I can assure you …’ He let the sentence dissipate.


‘I have no wish to make you feel uncomfortable. You’re berthing in the passengers’ quarters. You’re eating in the passenger mess. However, as you know, you are not a paying passenger. You are an employee. You have been taken on by the agents of the Nova Esperium colony, and for the duration of this journey I am their representative. And while that makes little difference to Sister Meriope and Dr Tearfly and the others, to you … it means I am your employer.


‘Of course you are not crew,’ he continued. ‘I would not order you as I order them. If you prefer, I would only request your services. But I must insist that such requests are obeyed.’


They studied each other.


‘Now,’ he said, his tone relaxing a little, ‘I don’t foresee any onerous demands. Most of the crew are from New Crobuzon or the Grain Spiral, and those that aren’t speak perfectly good Ragamoll. It’s in Salkrikaltor that I’ll first need you, and we’ll not be there for a good week or more, so you’ve plenty of time to relax, to meet the other passengers. We sail tomorrow morning, early. We’ll be away by the time you’re up, I shouldn’t doubt.’


‘Tomorrow?’ Bellis said. It was the first word she had spoken since entering.


The captain looked at her sharply. ‘Yes. Is there a problem?’


‘Originally,’ she said without inflection, ‘you told me we would sail on Dustday, Captain.’


‘I did, Miss Coldwine, but I’ve changed my mind. I’ve finished my paperwork a deal quicker than I expected, and my brother officers are ready to transfer their inmates tonight. We sail tomorrow.’


‘I had hoped to return to town, to send a letter,’ said Bellis. She kept her voice level. ‘An important letter to a friend in New Crobuzon.’


‘Out of the question,’ the captain said. ‘It cannot be done. I’ll not waste any more days here.’


Bellis sat still. She was not intimidated by this man, but she had no power over him, none at all. She tried to work out what was most likely to engage his sympathy, make him acquiesce.




‘Miss Coldwine,’ he said suddenly, and to her surprise his voice was a little gentler, ‘I am afraid the matter is in motion. If you wish I can give your letter to Lieutenant-Gaoler Catarrs, but I cannot in truth recommend that as entirely reliable. You’ll have the opportunity to deliver your message in Salkrikaltor. Even if there are no New Crobuzon ships docking there, there is a warehouse, to which all our captains have the keys, for access to information, spare cargo and mail. Leave your letter there. It’ll be picked up by the next homebound ship. It won’t be much delayed.


‘You can learn from this, Miss Coldwine,’ he added. ‘At sea, you can’t waste time. Remember that: don’t wait.’


Bellis sat on a little longer, but there was nothing at all that she could do, so she thinned her lips and left.


She stood for a long time under Iron Bay’s cold sky. The stars were invisible; the moon and its daughters, its two little satellites, were unclear. Bellis walked, tense against the chill, and climbed the short ladder to the ship’s raised front, heading for the bowsprit.


Bellis held on to the iron railings and stood on the tips of her toes. She could just see out, across the lightless sea.


Behind her the sounds of the crew faded. A way off, she could see two guttering red pins of light: a torch on the bridge of a prison-ship, and its twin in the black surf.


From the crow’s nest, or from somewhere in the rigging, from some indistinct spot a hundred feet or more above her, Bellis heard a strain of mouth-music. It was not like the imbecilic shanties she had heard in Tarmuth. It was slow and complex.


You will have to wait for your letter, Bellis mouthed silently across the water. You will have to wait to hear from me. You’ll have to wait a little while longer, until cray-country.


She watched the night until the last lines of division between shore, sea and sky were obscured. Then, cosseted by darkness, she walked slowly aft, towards the constricted doorways and stooped passages leading to her cabin, a scrap of space like a flaw in the ship’s design.


(Later the ship moved uneasily, in the coldest hour, and she stirred in her bunk and she pulled the blanket up to her neck, and she realized somewhere below her dreams that the living cargo was coming aboard.)


I am tired here in the dark and I am full of pus.


My skin’s taut with it, stretched till it puckers nor can I touch it without it rages. I’m infected. I hurt where I touch and I touch everywhere to make sure that I hurt, that I’m not yet numb.


But still thank whatever makes these veins mine I’m full of blood. I worry my scabs and they brim I brim with it. And that’s a small comfort nor mind the pain.


They come for us when the air’s so still and black without not a seabird cries. They open our doors and shine lights uncovering us. I am almost ashamed to see how we have surrendered, we’ve surrendered up to filth.


I can see nothing beyond their lights.


Where we lie together they beat us apart, and I wrap my arms around the spastic matter that twitches in my midriff as they begin to herd us.




We wind through tarry passages and engine chambers and I’m all cold to know what this is for. And I’m more eager, I’m quicker than some of the old ones bent double coughing and spewing and afraid to move.


And then there’s a swallowing up, I’m eaten up by the cold gulped down by darkness and gods fuck me blind we are outside.


Outside.


I’m dumb with it. I’m dumb with wonder.


It has been a long time.


We huddle together, each against the next man like troglodytes like myopic trow. They’re cowed by it the old ones, by the lack of walls and edges and the movement of the cold, by water and air.


I might cry gods help me. I might.


All black on black but still I can see hills and water and I can see clouds. I can see the prisons on all sides bobbing a little like fishermen’s floats. Jabber take us all I can see clouds.


Bugger me I’m crooning like I soothe a baby. That’s for me that coddling noise.


And then they push us on like livestock shuffling rattling chains, dripping farting muttering astonished, across the deck crippled under the weight of bodies and fetters, to a swaying rope bridge. And they hurry us along and over it, all our number, and each man pauses a moment in the middle of the low-slung passage between vessels, their thoughts visible and bright like a chymical burst.


They consider leaping.


Into the water of the bay.


But the rope walls around the bridge are high and there’s barbed wire hemming us in and our poor bodies are sore and weak and each man falters, and continues, and crosses the water to a new ship.




I pause like the others in my turn. Like them I’m too afraid.


And then there’s a new deck underfoot, scrubbed iron smooth and clean vibrating from engines and more corridors and clattering keys and after all another long unlit room where we collapse exhausted and changed over and raise ourselves slowly to see who our new neighbours are. Around me begin the hissed arguments and bickerings and fights and seductions and rapes that make up our politics. New alliances are formed. New hierarchies.


I sit apart for a while, in the shadows.


I’m still caught in that moment when I entered the night. It’s like amber. I’m a grub in amber. It snares me and damn but it does it makes me beautiful.


I’ve a new home now. I’ll live in that moment as long as I can, till the memories decay and then I’ll come out, I’ll come to this new place we sit in.


Somewhere pipes are banging like great hammers.
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Outside of Iron Bay, the sea was hard. Bellis woke to its slapping assault. She quit the cabin, picking her way past Sister Meriope, who was vomiting with what Bellis did not believe was just seasickness.


Bellis emerged into wind, and a great cracking as sails tugged like animals at their tethers. The enormous smoke-stack vented a little soot, and the ship hummed with the power of the steam engine deep below.


Bellis sat on a container. So we’re off, then, she thought, nervously. We’re heading out. We’re away.


The Terpsichoria had seemed busy while they were moored: someone was always scrubbing something, or raising a piece of machinery, or running from one end of the ship to the other. But now that sense of activity was increased by a huge factor.


Bellis squinted out across the maindeck, not yet ready to look at the sea.


The rigging teemed. Most of the sailors were human, but here and there a spined hotchi raced along rope crawlways and onto crow’s nests. On the decks men lugged containers and wound huge winches, shouting instructions in incomprehensible shorthand, threading chains onto fat flywheels. There were towering cactacae, too heavy and ungainly to climb rope but making up for that with their efforts below, with their strength, fibrous vegetable biceps bunching massively as they tugged and tied.




Officers in blue uniforms strode among them.


The wind blew across the ship, and the deck’s periscopic cowls crooned like dolorous flutes.


Bellis finished her cigarillo. She stood slowly and walked to the side, her eyes lowered, till she reached the rail and she looked up and out to sea.


There was no land at all.


Oh gods, look at it all, she thought in shock.


For the first time in her life, Bellis looked out across nothing but water.


Alone beneath a colossal rearing sky, anxiety welled up in her like bile. She wanted very much to be back in the alleys of her city.


Slicks of spume spread fast around the ship, disappearing and reappearing incessantly. The water moiled in intricate marbled surges. It shifted for the ship, as it would for a whale or a canoe or a fallen leaf, a dumb accommodation that it might overturn with any sudden swell.


It was a massive moronic child. Powerful and stupid and capricious.


Bellis cast her gaze about nervously, looking for any island, any jag of coastline. At that moment, there was none.


A cloud of sea birds trailed them, plunging for carrion in the vessel’s wake, spattering the deck and the foam with guano.


They sailed without stopping for two days.


Bellis felt almost stupefied with resentment that her journey was underway. She paced the corridors and decks, shut herself in her cabin. She watched blankly as the Terpsichoria passed rocks and tiny islands in the distance, illuminated by grey daylight or the moon.




Sailors scanned the horizon, oiling the large-bore guns. With hundreds of ill-charted islets and trading towns, with an unending number of ships supplying the insatiable commercial hole of New Crobuzon at one end, Basilisk Channel was plied by pirates.


Bellis knew that a ship this size with an ironclad hull and New Crobuzon’s colours flying would almost certainly not be preyed upon. The crew’s vigilance was only slightly unnerving.


The Terpsichoria was a merchant vessel. It was not built for passengers. There was no library, no drawing room, no games room. The passengers’ mess was a halfhearted effort, its walls bare but for a few cheap lithographs.


Bellis took her meals there sitting alone, monosyllabic to any pleasantries, while the other passengers sat below the dirty windows and played cards. Bellis watched them surreptitiously and intensely.


Back in her cabin, Bellis took endless stock of what she possessed.


She had left the city in a sudden hurry. She had a very few clothes, in the austere style she favoured, severe and black and charcoal. She had seven books: two volumes of linguistic theory; a primer in Salkrikaltor Cray; an anthology of short fiction in various languages; a thick empty notebook; and copies of her own two monographs, High Kettai Grammatology and Codexes of the Wormseye Scrub. She had a few pieces of jewellery in jet and garnet and platinum; a small bag of cosmetics; ink and pens.


She spent hours adding details to her letter. She described the ugliness of the open seas, the harsh rocks that poked up like traps. She wrote long parodic descriptions of the officers and passengers, revelling in caricature.




Sister Meriope; Bartol Gimgewry the merchant; the cadaverous surgeon Dr Mollificatt; Widow and Miss Cardomium, a quiet mother and daughter transformed by Bellis’s pen into a scheming pair of husband-hunters. Johannes Tearfly became the professorial buffoon pilloried in music halls. She invented motivations for them all, speculating on what might send them halfway across the world.


Standing at the back of the ship on the second day, by the morass of gulls and ospreys still bickering over the ship’s effluent, Bellis looked for islets but saw only waves.


She felt jilted. Then, as she searched the horizon, she heard a noise.


A little way from her the naturalist, Dr Tearfly, stood watching the birds. Bellis’s face set hard. She prepared to leave as soon as he spoke to her.


When he looked down and saw her watching him coldly, he gave her an absent smile and pulled out a notebook. His attention was off her immediately. She watched as he began to sketch the gulls, paying her no mind at all.


He was in his late fifties, she guessed. His thinning hair was combed tightly back, and he wore little rectangular spectacles and a tweed waistcoat. But despite the academic uniform he did not look weak or absurdly bookish. He was tall and he held himself well.


With quick, precise strokes, he marked out folded avian claws and the brute pugnacity of the seagulls’ eyes. Bellis warmed to him very slightly.


After a while she spoke.


It made journeying easier; she admitted that to herself. Johannes Tearfly was charming. Bellis suspected he would be equally friendly to everyone on board.




They took lunch together, and she found it easy to steer him away from the other passengers, who watched them intently. Tearfly was endearingly free of intrigue. If it occurred to him that keeping the company of the rude and distant Bellis Coldwine might lead to rumours, he did not care.


Tearfly was happy to discuss his work. He enthused about the unstudied fauna of Nova Esperium. He told Bellis about his plans for publishing a monograph, on his eventual return to New Crobuzon. He was collating drawings, he told her, and heliotypes and observations.


Bellis described to him a dark, mountainous island she had seen in the north, in the small hours of the previous night.


‘That was North Morin,’ he said. ‘Cancir’s probably off to the north-west right now. We’ll be docking at Dancing Bird Island after dark.’


The ship’s position and progress were matters of constant conversation among the other passengers, and Tearfly looked at Bellis curiously, bewildered by her ignorance. She did not care. What was important to her was where she was running away from, not where she was, or where she was going.


Dancing Bird Island appeared just as the sun went down. Its volcanic rock was brick-red, and hunched into little peaks like shoulder-bones. Qé Banssa clambered up the slopes of the bay. It was poor, an ugly little fishing port. The thought of setting foot in another resentful town imprisoned by maritime economics depressed Bellis.


The sailors without shore-leave were sullen as their comrades and passengers disappeared down the gang-plank. There were no other New Crobuzon ships at dock: nowhere for Bellis to deliver her letter. She wondered why they were stopping at this negligible port.




Apart from an arduous research trip to the Wormseye Scrub years previously, this was the furthest Bellis had ever been from New Crobuzon. She watched the small crowd at the dockside. They looked old and eager. Over the wind she heard a smattering of dialects. Most of the shouts were in Salt, the sailors’ argot, a found language riveted together from the thousand vernaculars of the Basilisk Channel, Ragamoll and Perrickish, the tongues of the Pirate and Jheshull Islands. Bellis saw Captain Myzovic climb the steep streets towards New Crobuzon’s crenellated embassy.


‘Why are you staying on board?’ said Johannes.


‘I don’t feel any great need for greasy food or trinkets,’ she said. ‘These islands depress me.’ Johannes smiled slowly as if her attitude delighted him.


He shrugged and looked up at the sky. ‘It’s going to rain,’ he said, as if she had returned his question, ‘and I have work to do aboard.’


‘Why are we stopping here anyway?’ said Bellis.


‘I suspect it’s government business,’ said Johannes carefully. ‘This is the last serious outpost. Beyond this the New Crobuzon sphere of influence becomes far more … attenuated. There are probably all manner of things to be attended to, out here.


‘Luckily,’ he said after a silence, ‘it’s none of our business.’


They watched the still-darkening ocean.


‘Have you seen any of the prisoners?’ said Johannes suddenly.




Bellis looked at him in surprise. ‘No. Have you?’ She felt defensive. The fact of the ship’s sentient cargo discomfited her.


When it had come, Bellis’s realization that she had to leave New Crobuzon had been urgent and frightening. She had made her plans in low panic. She needed to get as far away as she could, and quickly. Cobsea and Myrshock seemed too close, and she had thought feverishly of Shankell and Yoraketche, and Neovadan and Tesh. But they were all too far or too dangerous, or too alien, or too hard to reach or too frightening. There was nothing in any of them that could become her home. And Bellis had realized aghast that it was too hard for her to let go, that she was clinging to New Crobuzon, to what defined her.


And then Bellis had thought of Nova Esperium. Eager for new citizens. Asking no questions. Halfway across the world, a little blister of civilization in unknown lands. A home from home, New Crobuzon’s colony. Rougher, surely, and harder and less cosseted – Nova Esperium was too young for many kindnesses – but a culture modelled on her city’s own.


She realized that, with that destination, New Crobuzon would pay her passage, even as she fled it. And a channel of communication would remain open to her – regular if occasional contact with ships from home. She might then know when it was safe to return.


But the vessels that undertook the long, dangerous journey from Iron Bay across the Swollen Ocean carried with them Nova Esperium’s workforce. Which meant a hold full of prisoners: peons, indentured labourers, and Remade.


It curdled the food in Bellis’s stomach to think of the men and women locked below, out of the light, and so she did not think of them. She would have had nothing to do with such a voyage and such harsh traffic, if she had had a choice.


Bellis looked up at Johannes, trying to gauge his thoughts.


‘I must admit,’ he said hesitantly, ‘I’m surprised I’ve heard no sound at all from them. I had thought they would be let out more often than this.’


Bellis said nothing. She waited for Johannes to change the subject, so that she could continue to try to forget what lay beneath them.


She could hear the bonhomie from Qé Banssa’s waterfront pubs. It sounded urgent.


Under tar and steel, in the damp chambers below. Food bolted and fought over. Shit, spunk and blood congealing. Shrieks and fistfights. And chains like stone and all around whispers.


‘That’s a shame, lad.’ The voice was rough from lack of sleep, but the sympathy was genuine. ‘You’ll most probably get a hiding for that.’


Before the bars of the prison-hold, the cabin-boy stood looking mournfully at shards of pottery and spilt stew. He had been spooning food into bowls for the prisoners and his hand had slipped.


‘Clay like that looks strong as iron, till you drop it.’ The man behind the bars was as filthy and tired as all the other prisoners. Bubbling from his chest, visible beneath a torn shirt, was a huge tumour of flesh from which emerged two long ill-smelling tentacles. They swung lifeless, deadweight blubbery encumbrances. Like most of the transportees, the man was Remade, carved by science and thaumaturgy into a new shape, in punishment for some crime.


‘Reminds me of when Crawfoot went to war,’ said the man. ‘Did you ever hear that story?’


The cabin-boy picked greasy meat and carrots from the floor and dropped them into a bucket. He glanced up at the man.


The prisoner shuffled back and settled against the wall.


‘So one day, at the beginning of the world, Darioch looks out from his tree-house and sees an army coming towards the forest. And bugger me if it ain’t the Batskin Brood come to get back their brooms. You know how Crawfoot took their brooms, don’t you?’


The cabin-boy was about fifteen, old for his position. He wore clothes not much cleaner than the prisoners’. He looked the man full on and grinned yes, he knew that story, and the sudden change in him was so marked and extraordinary it was as if he was briefly given a new body. For a moment he looked strong and cocky, and when the smile went and he returned to the slop of food and pottery, some of that sudden swagger remained.


‘All right, then,’ continued the prisoner. ‘So Darioch calls Crawfoot to him and shows him the Batskins on their way, and he says to him, “This is your fuck-up, Crawfoot. You took their stuff. And it happens that Salter’s away at the edge of the world, so you’re going to have to do the fighting.” And Crawfoot’s bitching and moaning and giving it all this …’ The man opened and shut his fingers like a talkative mouth.


He started to continue but the cabin-boy cut him off. ‘I know it,’ he said with sudden recognition. ‘I heard it before.’




There was a silence.


‘Ah well,’ said the man, surprised by his own disappointment. ‘Ah well, I tell you what, son, I’ve not heard it for a while myself, so I think I’ll just carry on and tell it.’


The boy looked at him quizzically, as if trying to decide whether the man was mocking him. ‘I don’t mind,’ he said. ‘Do what you want. I don’t care.’


The prisoner told the story, quietly, interrupted by coughing and sighs for breath. The cabin-boy came and went in the darkness beyond the bars, cleaning the mess, spooning out more food. He was there at the story’s end, when Crawfoot’s chimneypot-and-china-plate armour shattered, cutting him worse than if he’d worn none at all.


The boy looked at the tired man, his story finished, and grinned again.


‘Ain’t you going to tell me the lesson?’ he said.


The man smiled weakly. ‘I reckon you already know it.’


The boy nodded and looked up for a moment, concentrating. ‘“If it’s nearly right, but it isn’t quite, better to have none, than make do with one,”’ he recited. ‘I always preferred them stories without the morals,’ he added. He squatted down by the bars.


‘Fuck but I’m with you there, lad,’ said the man. He paused and held out his hand through the bars. ‘I’m Tanner Sack.’


The cabin-boy hesitated a moment: not nervous, just weighing up possibilities and advantages. He took Tanner’s hand.


‘Ta for the story. I’m Shekel.’


They continued.
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Bellis came out of sleep when they set sail again, though the bay was still dark. The Terpsichoria juddered and shivered like a cold animal, and she rolled to the porthole and watched the few lights of Qé Banssa move away.


That morning, she was not allowed onto the maindeck.


‘Sorry, ma’am,’ said a sailor. He was young, and desperately uncomfortable at blocking her way. ‘Captain’s orders: passengers not allowed onto maindeck till ten.’


‘Why?’


He shied as if she had hit him. ‘Prisoners,’ he said, ‘taking a constitutional.’ Bellis’s eyes widened fractionally. ‘Captain’s giving them a shot of air, and then we’ve to clean the deck – they’re awful dirty. Why’n’t you have some breakfast, ma’am? This’ll be done in a trice.’


Out of the young man’s sight she stopped and considered. She did not like the coincidence of this, so soon after her discussion with Johannes.


Bellis wanted to see the men and women they carried below. She could not tell if she was driven by prurience, or a more noble instinct.


Instead of heading abaft for the mess, she wound down side passages through dim space, past poky doors. Bass sounds travelled through the walls: human voices sounded like dogs barking. Where the corridor ended she opened the last door, onto a walk-in cupboard lined with shelves. Bellis looked behind her, but she was alone. She finished her cigarillo and entered.


Pushing aside dried-up, empty bottles, Bellis saw that an ancient window had been blocked by shelves. She cleared them of detritus and wiped ineffectually at the glass.


She started as somebody walked past the pane, outside, barely three feet away. Stooping, she squinted through the dirt, out over the ship. The enormous mizzen-mast was before her, and, faintly, she saw the main- and foremasts beyond it. Below her was the maindeck.


The sailors were moving, climbing and cleaning and winding in their rituals.


There was a mass of others, huddled in groups, moving slowly if at all. Bellis’s mouth twisted. They were mostly human and mostly men, but they defied generalization. She saw a man with a sinuous three-foot neck, a woman with a skein of spasming arms, a figure whose lower quarters were caterpillar treads and another with metal wires jutting from his bones. The only thing they had in common were their greying clothes.


Bellis had never seen so many Remade in one place before, so many who had been altered in the punishment factories. Some were shaped for industry, while others seemed formed for no purpose other than grotesquerie, with misshapen mouths and eyes and gods knew what.


There were a few cactacae prisoners, and other races too: a hotchi with broken spines; a tiny clutch of khepri, their scarab headbodies twitching and glinting in the washed-out sun. There were no vodyanoi, of course. On a journey like this, fresh water was too valuable to use keeping them alive.


She heard gaolers’ shouts. Men and cactacae strutted among the Remade, wielding whips. In groups of two and three and ten the prisoners began to shuffle in random circles around the deck.


Some lay still, and were punished.


Bellis pulled her face away.


These were her unseen companions.


They had not seemed much invigorated by the fresh air, she reflected coldly. They had not seemed to enjoy their exercise.


Tanner Sack moved just enough to keep from being beaten. He moved his eyes in a rhythm. Down for three long steps, to keep attention from himself, then up for one, to see the sky and the water.


The ship was juddering faintly from the steam engine below, and the sails were extended. The cliffs of Dancing Bird Island moved past them fast. Tanner moved towards the port side, slowly.


He was surrounded by the men who shared his hold. The women prisoners stood in a smaller group, a little way off. They all wore the same dirty faces and cold stares as him. He did not approach them.


Tanner heard a sudden whistle, a sharp two-tone different from the scream of the gulls. He looked up, and perched on some bulky metal extrusion, scrubbing it clean, Shekel looked down at him. The boy caught his eye and gave Tanner a wink and a fast smile. Tanner smiled back, but Shekel had already looked away.


An officer and a sailor with distinctive epaulettes conferred at the ship’s bow, huddled over a brass engine. As Tanner strained to see what they were doing, a stick slapped across his back, not hard but with the threat of much worse. A cactacae guard was bellowing at him to keep moving, so he picked up his feet again. The alien tissue grafted to Tanner’s chest twitched. The tentacles itched and shed skin like severe sunburn. He spat on them and rubbed the saliva in, as if it were unguent.


At ten o’clock precisely, Bellis swallowed her tea and went outside. The deck had been swept and scrubbed clean. There was no sign that the prisoners had ever stood upon it.


‘It’s odd to think,’ said Bellis a little later, as she and Johannes stood watching the water, ‘that in Nova Esperium we might be in charge of men and women who travelled with us on this very boat, and we’d never know.’


‘That’ll never happen to you,’ he said. ‘Since when does a linguist need indentured assistants?’


‘Neither does a naturalist.’


‘Not true at all,’ he said mildly. ‘There are crates to be taken into the bush, there are traps to be set, there are drugged and dead carcasses to lug, dangerous animals to subdue … It’s not all watercolouring, you know. I’ll show you my scars some time.’


‘Are you serious?’


‘Yes.’ He was thoughtful. ‘I’ve a foot-long gash where a sardula got nasty … a bite from a newborn chalkydri …’


‘A sardula? Really? Can I see?’ Johannes shook his head.


‘It got me … close to a delicate place,’ he said.


He did not look at her, but he did not seem prudish.


Johannes shared his cabin with Gimgewry, the failed merchant, a man crippled with the understanding of his own inadequacy, who eyed Bellis with miserable lust. Johannes was never lascivious. He seemed to think always of other things before he had a chance to notice Bellis’s attractions.




It was not that she was seeking to be approached – she would spurn him quickly if he did court her. But she was used to men trying to flirt with her (usually only for a short time, until they realized that her cool demeanour was not an act they could persuade her to drop). Tearfly’s company was frank and unsexual, and she found it disconcerting. She wondered briefly if he might be what her father had called an invert, but she saw no more sign that he was attracted to any of the men on board than he was to her. And then she felt vain for wondering.


There was a glimmer of something like fear in him, she thought, when an insinuation hung between them. Perhaps, she thought, he’s no interest in such matters. Or perhaps he’s a coward.


Shekel and Tanner traded stories.


Shekel already knew many of Crawfoot’s Chronicles, but Tanner knew them all. And even those that Shekel had heard before Tanner knew variations of, and he narrated them all well. In turn Shekel told him about the officers and passengers. He was full of scorn for Gimgewry, whose frantic masturbation he had heard through the privy door. He found the vacantly avuncular Tearfly enormously dull, and he was nervous of Captain Myzovic, but blustered and told lies about him wandering the decks drunk.


He lusted after Miss Cardomium. He liked Bellis Coldwine – ‘Cold ain’t the fucking word, though,’ he said, ‘for Miss Black-and-blue.’




Tanner listened to the descriptions and insinuations, laughing and tutting where appropriate. Shekel told him the rumours and fables that the sailors told each other – about the piasa and the she-corsairs, Marichonians and the scab-pirates, the things that lived below the water.


Behind Tanner stretched the long darkness of the hold.


There was a constant scavenging fight for food and fuel. It wasn’t just leftover meat and bread: many prisoners were Remade with metal parts and steam engines. If their boilers went out, they were immobilized, so anything that might burn was hoarded. In the far corner of the chamber stood an old man, the pewter tripod on which he walked locked solid for days. His furnace was dead cold. He ate only when someone bothered to feed him, and no one expected him to live.


Shekel was fascinated by the brutality of that little realm. He watched the old man with avid eyes. He saw the prisoners’ bruises. He glimpsed peculiar double-silhouettes, of men coupling in consent or rape.


He had run a gang in Raven’s Gate, back in the city, and he was worried about what would happen to them now, without him. His first ever theft, aged six, had netted him a shekel piece, and the nickname had stuck. He claimed that he could not remember any other name. He had taken this job on the ship when his gang’s activities, which included the occasional burglary, had attracted too much attention from the militia.


‘Another month and I’d have been in there with you, Tanner,’ he said. ‘Ain’t a lot in it.’


Tended by the ship’s thaumaturges and wyrdshipmen, the meteoromancing engine by Terpsichoria’s bowsprit displaced air in front of the ship. The ship’s sails bowed out to fill the vacuum, pressure billowed in from behind. They made good speed.


The machine reminded Bellis of New Crobuzon’s cloudtowers. She thought of the huge engines jutting over the Tar Wedge roofscape, arcane and broken. She felt a hard longing for the streets and canals, for the size of the city.


And for engines. Machines. In New Crobuzon they had surrounded her. Now there was only the little meteo-romancer and the mess-hall construct. The steam engine below made the whole of Terpsichoria a mechanism, but it was invisible. Bellis wandered the ship like a rogue cog. She missed the utilitarian chaos she had been forced to leave.


They were sailing a busy part of the sea. They passed other ships: in the two days after they left Qé Banssa, Bellis saw three. The first two were little elongated shapes at the horizon, the third was a squat caravel that came much closer. It was from Odraline, as the kites it flew from its sails announced. It pitched wildly in the choppy sea.


Bellis could see the sailors aboard it. She watched them swing in the complex rigging and scramble the triangular sails.


The Terpsichoria passed barren-looking islands: Cadann; Rin Lor; Eidolon Island. There were folktales concerning every one, and Johannes knew them all.


Bellis spent hours watching the sea. The water so far east was much clearer than that near Iron Bay: she could see the smudges that were huge schools of fish. The off-duty sailors sat with their legs over the side, angling with crude rods, scrimshawing bones and narwhal tusks with knives and lampblack.


Occasionally the curves of great predators like orca would breach in the distance. Once, as the sun went down, the Terpsichoria passed close to a little wooded knoll, a mile or two of forest that budded from the ocean. There was a clutch of smooth rocks off the shore, and Bellis’s heart skidded as one of the boulders reared and a massive swan’s neck uncoiled from the water. A blunt head twisted, and she watched the plesiauri paddle lazily out of the shallows and disappear.


She became briefly fascinated with submarine carnivores. Johannes took her to his cabin and rummaged among his books. She saw several titles with his name on the spine – Sardula Anatomy; Predation in Iron Bay Rockpools; Theories of Megafauna. When he found the monograph he was looking for, he showed her sensational depictions of ancient, blunt-headed fish thirty feet long, of goblin sharks with ragged teeth and jutting foreheads; and others.


On the evening of the second day out of Qé Banssa, Terpsichoria sighted the land that rimmed Salkrikaltor: a jagged grey coastline. It was past nine but the sky, for once, was absolutely clear, and the moon and her daughters shone very bright.


Despite herself, Bellis was awed by this mountainous landscape, all channelled through by wind. Deep inland, at the limits of her vision, she could see the darkness of forest clinging to the sides of gulleys. On the coast the trees were dead, salt-blasted husks.


Johannes swore with excitement. ‘That’s Bartoll!’ he said. ‘A hundred miles north there’s Cyrhussine Bridge, twenty-five damned miles long. I hoped we might see that, but I suppose it would have been asking for trouble.’


The ship was bearing away from the island. It was cold, and Bellis flapped her thin coat impatiently.


‘I’m going inside,’ she said, but Johannes ignored her.


He was staring back the way they had come, at Bartoll’s disappearing shore.


‘What’s going on?’ he murmured. Bellis turned back sharply. The frown was audible in his voice. ‘Where are we going?’ Johannes gesticulated. ‘Look … we’re bearing away from Bartoll.’ The island was now little more than an unclear fringe at the edge of the sea. ‘Salkrikaltor’s that way – east. We could be sailing over the cray within a couple of hours, but we’re heading south … we’re heading away from the commonwealth … ’


‘Maybe they don’t like ships passing overhead,’ Bellis said, but Johannes shook his head.


‘That’s the standard route,’ he said. ‘East from Bartoll gets you to Salkrikaltor City. That’s how you get there. We’re heading somewhere else.’ He drew a map in the air. ‘This is Bartoll and this is Gnomon Tor, and between them, in the sea … Salkrikaltor. Down here, where we’re heading now … there’s nothing. A line of spiky little islands. We’re taking a very long way round to Salkrikaltor City. I wonder why.’


By the next morning, several other passengers had noticed the unusual route. Within hours, word spread among the cloistered little corridors. Captain Myzovic addressed them in the mess. There were almost forty passengers, and all were present. Even pale, pathetic Sister Meriope, and others similarly afflicted.




‘There is nothing to be concerned about,’ the captain assured them. He was clearly angry at being summoned. Bellis looked away from him, out of the windows. Why am I here? she thought. I don’t care. I don’t care where we’re going or how we damn well get there. But she did not convince herself, and she stayed where she was.


‘But why have we deviated from the normal route, Captain?’ someone asked.


The captain exhaled angrily. ‘Right,’ he said, ‘listen. I am taking a detour around the Fins, the islands at the southern edge of Salkrikaltor. I am not obliged to explain this action to you. However …’ He paused, to impress upon the passengers how privileged they were. ‘Under the circumstances … I must ask you all to observe a degree of restraint, as regards this information.


‘We will be circumnavigating the Fins before reaching Salkrikaltor City, so that we might pass some of New Crobuzon’s holdings. Certain maritime industries. Which are not public knowledge. Now, I could have you confined to cabins. But then you might see something from the portholes, and I’d rather not let loose the rumours that would result. So you are free to go above, to the poop deck only. But. But I appeal to you as patriots and as good citizens, to exercise discretion about what you see tonight. Am I clear?’


To Bellis’s disgust, there was a slightly awed silence He’s stupefying them with pomposity, she thought, and turned away with her contempt.


The waves were broken by an occasional rock tusk, but nothing more dramatic. Most of the passengers had congregated at the back of the ship, and they gazed eagerly over the water.




Bellis kept her eyes to the horizon, irritated that she was not alone.


‘Do you think we’ll know when we see whatever it is?’ asked a clucking woman Bellis did not know, and whom she ignored.


It grew dark and much colder, and some of the passengers retired below. The mountainous Fins dipped in and out of visibility at the horizon. Bellis sipped mulled wine for warmth. She became bored, and watched the sailors instead of the sea.


And then, at around two in the morning, with only half the passengers left on deck, something appeared in the east.


‘Gods above,’ Johannes whispered.


For a long time it remained a forbidding, unreadable silhouette. And then, as they approached, Bellis saw that it was a huge black tower that reared from the sea. An oily light flared from its peak, a spew of dirty flame.


They were almost upon it. A little over a mile away. Bellis gasped.


It was a platform suspended above the sea. More than two hundred feet long on each side, it hung immensely, its concrete weight poised on three massive metal legs. Bellis could hear it pounding.


Waves broke against its supports. It had a skyline as intricate and twisted as a city’s. Above the three leg-pillars was a cluster of seemingly random spires, and cranes moving like clawed hands, and over them all a huge minaret of girders soared and drooled fire. Thaumaturgic ripples distorted the space above the flame. In the shadows under the platform, a massive metal shaft plunged into the sea. Lights glimmered from its built-up levels.




‘What in the name of Jabber is that?’ Bellis breathed.


It was awesome and extraordinary. The passengers were gaping like fools.


The mountains of the southernmost Fin were a shadow in the distance. Near the base of the platform were predatory shapes: ironclad ships patrolling. Lights flashed in a complex staccato from the deck of one of them, and there was a corresponding burst from the bridge of the Terpsichoria.


From the deck of the fabulous structure, a klaxon sounded.


They were passing away from it now. Bellis watched it dwindle, venting flame.


Johannes remained still with astonishment.


‘I have no idea,’ he said slowly. It took a moment for Bellis to realize he was answering her question. They kept their eyes on the enormous shape in the sea, for as long as they could make it out at all.


When it was gone they walked in silence towards the corridor. And then, as they reached the door into the cabins, someone behind them shouted.


‘Another!’


It was true. Miles in the distance, a second colossal platform.


Bigger than the first. It loomed on four legs of weather-beaten concrete. This one was sparser. There was one fat, squat tower rising from each corner, and a colossal derrick at its edge. The structure growled like something alive.


Again came a lightflash challenge from the thing’s defenders, and again the Terpsichoria responded.


There was a wind, and the sky was cold as iron. In the shallows of that bleak sea the edifice roared as the Terpsichoria slipped by in darkness.


Bellis and Johannes waited another hour, their hands numb, their breath coiling out of them in visible gusts, but nothing else appeared. All they could see was the water, and here and there the Fins, serrated and unlit.




  
Chainday 5th Arora 1779. Aboard the Terpsichoria


As soon as I entered the captain’s office this morning, it was clear that something had angered him. He was grinding his teeth, and his expression was murderous.


‘Miss Coldwine,’ he said, ‘in a few hours we will be arriving at Salkrikaltor City. The other passengers and crew will be granted a few hours’ leave, but I’m afraid there’ll be no such luxury for you.’


His tone was neutral and dangerous. His desk was cleared of paraphernalia. This disturbed me and I cannot explain why. Usually he is surrounded by a bulwark of detritus. Without it there was no buffer between us.


‘I will be meeting with representatives of the Salkrikaltor Commonwealth, and you will translate. You have worked with trade delegations – you know the formula. You will translate into Salkrikaltor Cray for the representatives, and their translator will render their words into Ragamoll for me. You listen carefully to make sure of him, and he’ll be listening to you. That ensures honesty on both sides. But you are not a participant. Do I make myself entirely clear?’ He laboured the point like a teacher. ‘You will not hear anything that passes between us. You’re a conduit, and nothing more. You hear nothing.’


I met the bastard’s eye.




‘Matters will be discussed of the highest security. On board a ship, Miss Coldwine, there are very few secrets. Mark me …’ he leaned towards me, ‘if you mention what is discussed to anyone – to my officers, your puking nun, or your close friend Dr Tearfly – I will hear of it.’


I am sure I do not need to tell you that I was shocked.


Thus far I have avoided confrontation with the captain, but his anger made him capricious. I will not appear weak to him. Months of bad feeling is a smaller price than to cower strategically whenever he comes close.


Besides which I was enraged.


I put frost in my voice.


‘Captain, we discussed these matters when you offered me this post. My record and references are clear. It is beneath you to question me now.’ I was very grand. ‘I am not some pressganged seventeen-year-old for you to intimidate, sir. I will do my job as contracted, and you will not impugn my professionalism.’


I have no idea what had angered him, and I do not care. The gods can rot his bastard hide.


And now I sit here with the puking nun – although in fact she seems a little better, and has even simpered about taking a service on Shunday – and finish this letter. We are approaching Salkrikaltor, where I will have my chance to seal it and leave it, to be picked up by any New Crobuzon ship passing. It will reach you, this long farewell, only a few weeks late. Which is not so very bad. I hope it finds you well.


I hope that you miss me as I miss you. I do not know what I will do without this means to connect me with you. It will be a year or more before you hear from me again, before another ship steams or sails into the harbour at Nova Esperium, and think of me then! My hair long and braided with mud, no doubt, abjuring clothes, marked with sigils like some savage shaman! If I still remember how to write, I will write to you then, and tell you of my time, and ask what it is like in my city, and perhaps you will have written to me, and you will tell me that all is safe, and that I can come home.






The passengers debated excitedly over what they had seen the previous night. Bellis scorned them. The Terpsichoria passed through the Candlemaw Straits and into the calmer water of Salkrikaltor. First the lush island of Gnomon Tor loomed into view, and then, before five in the afternoon, Salkrikaltor City came over the horizon.


The sun was very low and the light was thick. The shoreline of Gnomon Tor rose green and massive a few miles north. In a horizontal forest of lengthening shadows, the towers and rooftops of Salkrikaltor City broke the waves.


They were rendered in concrete, in iron, rock and glass, and in sweeps of hardy cold-water coral. Columns spiralled with walkways, linked by spine-thin bridges. Intricate conical spires a hundred feet high, dark square keeps. A mass of contrary styles.


The outlines of the skyline were a child’s exuberant sketch of a reef. Organic towers bulged like tubeworm casts. There were analogues of lace corals, high-rise dwellings which branched into scores of thin rooms; squat many-windowed arenas like gargantuan barrel sponges. Frilled ribbons of architecture like fire-coral.


The towers of the submerged city rose a hundred feet above the waves, its shapes uninterrupted. Huge doorways gaped at sea level. Green scum-marks showed the height of a tide that would cover them.


There were newer buildings. Ovoid mansions carved from stone and ribbed with iron, suspended above the water on struts that jutted from the submerged roofscape. Floating platforms topped with terraces of square brick houses – like those of New Crobuzon – perched preposterously in the sea.


There were thousands of cray, and a fair number of humans, on the walkways and bridges at water-level, and way above. Scores of flat-bottomed barges and boats puttered between the towers.


Ocean-going ships were docked at the town’s outskirts, tied up to pillars in the sea. Cogs and junks and clippers, and here and there a steamship. The Terpsichoria approached.


‘Look there,’ someone said to Bellis, and pointed downwards – the water was absolutely clear. Even in the waning light Bellis could see the wide streets of Salkrikaltor suburbs far below. They were outlined with cold-looking streetlights. The buildings stopped at least fifty feet from the surface, to ensure clearance for the ships that passed above them.


On the walkways linking the submarine spires Bellis could see yet more citizens, more cray. They scuttled and swam quickly, moving with much more facility than their compatriots above them in the air.


It was an extraordinary place. When they had docked, Bellis watched enviously as the Terpsichoria’s boats were lowered. Most of the crew and all the passengers lined up eagerly before the ladders. They grinned and bickered excitedly, casting their eyes towards the city.




It was dusk now. Salkrikaltor’s towers were silhouettes; their lit windows reflected in the black water. There were faint sounds on the air: music, shouts, grinding machinery, waves.


‘Be back aboard by two in the morning,’ yelled a sublieutenant. ‘Stick to the human quarters and whatever else you can find above water. Plenty to do there without risking your lungs.’


‘Miss Coldwine?’ Bellis turned to Lieutenant Commander Cumbershum. ‘Please come with me, miss. The submersible’s ready.’
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Constrained within the tiny submersible, a tight tangle of copper tubing and dials, Bellis stretched to see past the obstructions of Cumbershum and Captain Myzovic, and the midshipman at the helm.


One moment the sea was lapping at the bottom of the reinforced front window, then suddenly the vessel pitched, and waves washed over the bulbous glass as the sky disappeared. The sounds of splashing and the faint wail of gulls were instantly gone. The only noise was a buzzing whine, as the propeller began to spin.


Bellis was agog.


The sub tilted and moved gracefully down towards unseen rock and sand. A powerful arc light snapped on below its snub nose, opening a cone of illuminated water before them.


Near the bottom, they tilted slightly skyward. The evening light filtered faintly down, blocked by the massive black shadows of ships.


Bellis gazed over the captain’s shoulder into the dark water. Her face was impassive but her hands moved, working with awe. Fish moved in precise waves, ebbing back and forth around the ungainly metal intruder. Bellis could hear her own quick breathing unnaturally loud.


The submersible picked a careful way between the chains dangling like vines from the canopy of vessels above them. The pilot moved levers with an expert grace, the craft curled up and over a little lip of corroded rock, and Salkrikaltor City appeared.




Bellis gasped.


Everywhere lights were suspended. Globes of cold illumination like frost moons, with no trace of the sepia of New Crobuzon’s gaslamps. The city glowed in the darkening water like a net full of ghostly lights.


The outer edges of the city were low buildings in porous stone and coral. There were other submarines moving smoothly between the towers and above the roofs. The sunken promenades beneath them climbed their way to the distant ramparts and cathedrals of the city’s core, a mile or so away, seen very faintly through the sea. There at the heart of Salkrikaltor City were taller edifices that loomed all the way out of the waves. They were no less intricate below the surface.


Everywhere there were cray. They looked up idly as the sub passed above them. They stood and haggled outside shops festooned with undulating coloured cloth, they bickered in little squares of seaweed topiary, they walked along tangled backstreets. They guided carts pulled by extraordinary beasts of burden: seasnails eight feet high. Their children played games, goading caged bass and colourful blenny.


Bellis saw houses that were patched together, half-repaired. Away from the main streets, currents picked at organic rubbish mouldering in coral courtyards.


Every motion seemed stretched out in the water. Cray swam over the roofs, flapping their tails in inelegant motion. They stepped off high ledges and sank slowly down, legs braced for landing.


From inside the submersible, the city seemed silent.




They flew slowly towards the monumental architecture at Salkrikaltor’s centre, disturbing fish and floating scraps. It was a real metropolis, Bellis reflected. It bustled and thronged. Just like New Crobuzon, cosseted and half-hidden by water.


‘Housing for officials, that is,’ Cumbershum pointed out to her. ‘That’s a bank. Factory over there. That’s why the cray do such business with New Crobuzon: we can help them with steam technology. Very hard to get going under water. And this is the central council of the Cray Commonwealth of Salkrikaltor.’


The building was intricate. Rounded and bulbous like an impossibly huge brain coral, carved with a covering of folds. Its towers jutted way up through the water and into the air. Most of its wings – all carved with coiled serpents and hieroglyph romances – had open windows and doorways in traditional Salkrikaltor style, so that small fishes entered and exited unhindered. But one section was sealed, with small portholes and thick metal doors. From its vents spewed a constant stream of bubbles.


‘That’s where they meet topsiders,’ said the lieutenant. ‘That’s where we’re heading.’


‘There’s a human minority in Salkrikaltor City’s topside,’ said Bellis slowly. ‘There are plenty of rooms above water, and the cray can take air without problems for hours at a time. Why do they make us meet them down here?’


‘For the same reason we receive the Salkrikaltor Ambassador in the reception rooms at Parliament, Miss Coldwine,’ said the captain, ‘no matter that it is somewhat hard and inconvenient for him. This is their city, we are mere guests. We …’ he turned to her, and waved his hand to encompass himself and Lieutenant Commander Cumbershum only, ‘that is. We are guests.’ He turned slowly away.


You son of a pig, thought Bellis furiously, her face set like ice.


The pilot eased his speed down to almost nothing, and manoeuvred through a large, dark opening into the wing. They sailed over cray, who directed them on with sweeps of their arms, to the dead end of the concrete corridor. A huge door shut ponderously behind them.


From fat stubby pipes that lined the walls burst a massive unceasing explosion of bubbles. The sea was pushed out through valves and sluices. Slowly the water level fell. The sub settled gradually on the concrete floor and listed to one side. The water came down past the porthole, and streaked and streamed it with droplets, and Bellis was staring out into air. With the sea pumped out of it, the room looked shabby.


When the pilot finally undid the screws locking them in, the hatch swung open with a merciful cool blast. The concrete floor was puddled with brine. The room itself smelt of kelp and fish. Bellis stepped from the submersible as the officers adjusted their uniforms.


Behind them stood a cray. She carried a spear – too intricate and flimsy to be anything other than ceremonial, Bellis judged – and wore a breastplate of something vivid green that was not metal. She nodded in greeting.


‘Thank her for her welcome,’ said the captain to Bellis. ‘Tell her to inform the council leader that we have arrived.’


Bellis breathed out and tried to relax. She composed herself and brought back to mind the vocabulary, the grammar and syntax and pronunciation and soul of Salkrikaltor Cray: everything she had learnt in those intensive weeks with Marikkatch. She offered a quick, cynical, silent prayer.




Then she formed the vibrato, the cray’s clicking barks, audible in air and water, and spoke.


To her intense relief, the cray nodded and responded.


‘You will be announced,’ she said, carefully correcting Bellis’s tense. ‘Your pilot waits here. You come our way.’


Large sealed portholes looked out onto a garden of garish seaplants. The walls were covered by tapestries showing famous moments of Salkrikaltor history. The floor was stone slabs – quite dry – warmed by some hidden fire. There were dark ornaments in the room – jet, black coral, black pearl.


Nodding, welcoming the humans, were three he-cray. One, much younger than his companions, stood a little back, just like Bellis.


They were pale. Compared to the cray of Tarmuth, they spent far more of their lives below the water, where the sun could not stain them. All that distinguished cray upper bodies from humans’ was the little ruff of gills on the neck, but there was also something alien about their submarine pallor.


Below the waist, the crays’ armoured hindquarters were those of colossal rock-lobsters: huge carapaces of gnarled shell and overlapping somites. Their human abdomens jutted out from above where the eyes and antennae would have been. Even in the air, an alien medium, their multitude of legs worked with intricate grace. They sounded softly as they moved, a gentle percussion of chitin.


They adorned their crustacean hindquarters with a kind of tattoo, carving designs into the shell and staining them with various extracts. The two older cray had an extraordinary array of symbols on their flanks.


One stepped forward and spoke very quickly in Salkrikaltor. There was a moment’s silence.


‘Welcome,’ said the young cray behind him, the translator. He spoke Ragamoll with a heavy accent. ‘We are glad you have come and speak with us.’


The discussion started slowly. Council-leader King Skarakatchi and Councilman King Drood’adji made expressions of polite and ritualistic delight, which were matched by Myzovic and Cumbershum. Everyone agreed that it was excellent that they had all met, and that two such great cities remained on such good terms, that trade was such a healthy way of ensuring good will, and so on.


The conversation shifted quickly. With impressive smoothness, Bellis found herself translating specifics. The conversation had moved on to how many apples and plums the Terpsichoria would leave in Salkrikaltor, and how many bottles of unguent and liquor it would receive in return.


It was not long before matters of state were discussed. Information that must come from the upper echelons of New Crobuzon’s parliament: details about when and if ambassadors would be replaced, about possible trade treaties with other powers, and how such arrangements would impact on relations with Salkrikaltor.


Bellis found it easy to close her ears to what she said, to pass such information straight through herself. Not out of patriotism or fealty to New Crobuzon’s government (of which she felt none) but out of boredom. The secret discussions were incomprehensible, the little snippets of information that Bellis spoke underwhelming and tedious. She thought instead of the tons of water above them, intrigued that she felt no panic.


She worked automatically for some time, forgetting what she said almost immediately it was out of her mouth.


Until suddenly she heard the captain’s voice change, and she discovered that she was listening.


‘I have one further question, your excellency,’ said Captain Myzovic, sipping his drink. Bellis coughed and barked the Salkrikaltor sounds. ‘In Qé Banssa, I was ordered to check a bizarre rumour passed on by the New Crobuzon representative. It was so preposterous I was certain there had been a misunderstanding. Nevertheless, I detoured around the Fins – which is why we are late for this meeting.


‘During our diversion I discovered to my … dismay and concern that the rumours were true. I bring this up because it concerns our good friendship with Salkrikaltor.’ The captain’s voice was hardening. ‘It is to do with our concerns in Salkrikaltor waters. At the southern edge of the Fins, as the councillors know, are the … vitally important investments for which we pay generous mooring rights. I am speaking, of course, of our platforms, our rigs.’


Bellis had never heard the word ‘rig’ used so, and she spoke it smoothly in Ragamoll. The crays seemed to understand. She kept her translation automatic and smooth, but she listened in fascination to every word the captain spoke.


‘We passed them after midnight. First one, then another. All was as it should be, both for the Manikin and Trashstar rigs. But, Councillors …’ He sat forward, put down his glass and stared at them predatorily. ‘I have a very important question. Where is the other one?’


The cray officials stared at the captain. With slow, comic simultaneity, they looked at each other, then back at Captain Myzovic.


‘We confess … to confusion, Captain.’ The translator spoke softly for his leaders, his voice unchanging, but for the briefest second Bellis caught his eye. Something passed between them, some shared astonishment, some camaraderie.


What are we party to, brother? thought Bellis. She was tense, and craved a cigarillo.


‘We have no knowledge of what you speak,’ continued her opposite number. ‘We are not concerned with the platforms, so long as mooring rental is paid. What has happened, Captain?’


‘What has happened,’ said Captain Myzovic, his voice tight, ‘is that the Sorghum, our deep-sea rig, our mobile platform, is gone.’ He waited for Bellis to catch up with him, and then waited some more, stretching the silence. ‘Along, I might add, with her retinue of five ironclads, her officers, staff, scientists and geo-empath.


‘The first word that the Sorghum was no longer at its mooring point reached Dancing Bird Island three weeks ago. The crews of the other rigs asking why they had not been told of the Sorghum’s orders to relocate. No such order had been given.’ The captain put down his glass and stared at the two cray. ‘The Sorghum was to remain in situ for another six months at least. It should be where we left it. Council-leader, Councillor – what has happened to our rig?’




When Skarakatchi spoke, the translator mimicked his soft tones. ‘We know nothing.’


Captain Myzovic knotted his hands. ‘This happened barely a hundred miles away, in Salkrikaltor waters, in a region your navy and hunters regularly patrol, and you know nothing?’ His tone was controlled but threatening. ‘Councillors, that is extraordinary. You have no notion what happened? Whether she sank in a freak squall, if she was attacked and destroyed? Can you tell me that you have heard nothing? That something could do this to us just off your coasts, and you are quite ignorant?’


There was a long silence. The two cray leant in and whispered to each other.


‘We hear many rumours …’ said King Skarakatchi. Drood’adji looked at him sharply, and at the translator. ‘But we have heard nothing of this. We can offer our support and sorrow to our friends of New Crobuzon – but no information.’


‘I must tell you,’ Captain Myzovic said, after a murmured consultation with Cumbershum, ‘that I am deeply unhappy. New Crobuzon can no longer pay mooring rights for a rig which is not there. Our rent is hereby cut by a third. And I will be sending word back to the city about your inability to offer assistance. This must cast in some doubt the ability of Salkrikaltor to act as custodians of our interests. My government will wish to discuss this further. New arrangements may have to be made. Thank you for your hospitality,’ he said, and drained his glass. ‘We will be staying one night in Salkrikaltor harbour. We’ll head off early tomorrow morning.’


‘A moment, please, Captain.’ The council-leader raised his hand. He muttered quickly to Drood’adji, who nodded and scuttled gracefully out of the room. ‘There is one more matter to discuss.’


When Drood’adji returned, Bellis’s eyes widened. Behind him walked a human man.


He was so out of place it brought her up short. She stared like a fool.


The man was a little younger than her, with an open, cheerful face. He carried a large pack, and wore clean but battered clothes. He smiled disarmingly at Bellis. She frowned slightly and broke eye contact.


‘Captain Myzovic?’ The man spoke Ragamoll with a New Crobuzon accent. ‘Lieutenant Commander Cumbershum?’ He shook their hands. ‘And I’m afraid I don’t know your name, ma’am,’ he said, his hand outstretched.


‘Miss Coldwine is our translator, sir,’ said the captain, before Bellis could respond. ‘Your business is with me. Who are you?’


From his jacket the man pulled an official-looking scroll.


‘That should explain everything, Captain,’ he said.


The captain scrutinized it carefully. After half a minute he looked up sharply, waving the scroll disdainfully.


‘What, by damn, is this idiocy?’ he hissed suddenly, making Bellis start. He jabbed the scroll at Cumbershum.


‘I think it makes matters reasonably clear, Captain,’ said the man. ‘I have other copies, in case your anger overwhelms you. I’m afraid I’m going to have to commandeer your ship.’


The captain gave a hard bark of laughter. ‘Oh, really?’ He sounded dangerously tense. ‘Is that right, Mr …’ He leaned over and read the paper in his lieutenant’s hands. ‘Mr Fennec? Is that right?’


Glancing at Cumbershum, Bellis realized that he was staring at the newcomer with astonishment and alarm. He interrupted the captain.


‘Sir,’ he said urgently. ‘Might I suggest that we thank our hosts and let them return to their business?’ He looked meaningfully at the cray. The translator was listening carefully.


The captain hesitated and gave a curt nod. ‘Please inform our hosts that their hospitality is excellent,’ he ordered Bellis brusquely. ‘Thank them for their time. We can find our own way out.’


As Bellis spoke, the cray bowed gracefully. The two councillors came forward and shook hands again, to the captain’s barely concealed fury. They left the way Mr Fennec had come in.


‘Miss Coldwine?’ The captain indicated the door that led back to the submersible. ‘Wait for us outside, please. This is government business.’


Bellis lingered in the corridor, silently cursing. She could hear the captain’s bellicose roaring through the door. However she strained, though, she could not make out what was being said.


‘Gods damn it,’ she muttered, and returned to the featureless concrete room where the submersible sat like some grotesque wallowing creature. The cray attendant waited idly, softly clucking.


The submersible pilot was picking his teeth. His breath smelt of fish.


Bellis leaned against a wall and waited.


After more than twenty minutes the captain burst through the door, followed by Cumbershum, desperately trying to placate him.


‘Just don’t fucking speak to me at the moment, Cumbershum, all right?’ shouted the captain. Bellis stared, astonished. ‘Just make sure you keep Mr fucking Fennec out of my sight or I will not be responsible for what happens, signed and sealed letter of fucking commission or not.’




Behind the lieutenant, Fennec peered around the edge of the door.


Cumbershum gestured Bellis and Fennec quickly into the back of the submersible. He looked panicked. When he sat down in front of Bellis, beside the captain, she saw that he was straining away from Myzovic.


As the sea began to pour back in through the walls of the concrete room, and the sound of hidden engines made the vessel vibrate, the man in the scuffed leather coat turned to Bellis and smiled.


‘Silas Fennec,’ he whispered, and held out his hand. Bellis paused, then took it.


‘Bellis,’ she murmured. ‘Coldwine.’


No one spoke on the journey to the surface. Back on the Terpsichoria’s deck, the captain stormed to his office.


‘Mr Cumbershum,’ he belted. ‘Bring Mr Fennec to me.’


Silas Fennec saw Bellis watching him. He jerked his head towards the captain’s back and for the briefest moment rolled his eyes, then nodded in farewell and trotted off in Myzovic’s wake.


Johannes was gone, off somewhere in Salkrikaltor. Bellis looked resentfully across the water at lights that picked out the towers. There were no boats by the Terpsichoria’s sides, and no one to row her away from the ship. Bellis brimmed with frustration. Even the mewling Sister Meriope had found the strength to leave the boat.




Bellis went to find Cumbershum. He was watching his men patch up a damaged sail.


‘Miss Coldwine.’ He looked at her without warmth.


‘Commander,’ she said. ‘I wanted to know how I might place some mail in the New Crobuzon storeroom of which Captain Myzovic told me. I have something urgent to send …’


Her voice petered out. He was shaking his head.


‘Impossible, Miss Coldwine. I can spare no one to escort you, I don’t have the key and I am not asking the captain for it now … Would you like me to go on?’


Bellis felt a sting of misery, and she held herself very still.


‘Commander,’ she said slowly, keeping her voice emotionless. ‘Commander, the captain himself promised me that I might deposit my letter. It is extremely important.’


‘Miss Coldwine,’ he interrupted, ‘if it were down to me I would escort you myself, but I cannot, and I am afraid that is an end to the matter. But besides …’ He looked up furtively, then whispered again. ‘Besides … please don’t speak of this but … you’ll have no need of the warehouse. I can’t say any more. You’ll understand in a few hours. The captain’s called a meeting early tomorrow morning. He’ll explain. Believe me, Miss Coldwine. You don’t need to deposit your letter here. I give you my word.’


What is he implying? Bellis thought, panicked and exhilarated. What is he godsdamned implying?


Like most of the prisoners, Tanner Sack never moved far from the space he had claimed. Near the infrequent light from above and also the food, it was sought after. Twice someone had tried to steal it, moving in on his patch of floor when he had gone to piss or shit. Both times he had managed to persuade the intruder away without a fight.


He remained sitting, his back to the wall, at one edge of the cage, for hours at a time. Shekel never had to go looking for him.


‘Oy, Sack!’


Tanner was dozing, and the clouds in his head took a long time to part.


Shekel was grinning at him from beyond the bars. ‘Wake up, Tanner. I want to tell you about Salkrikaltor.’


‘Shut up, boy,’ grumbled a man beside Tanner. ‘We’re trying to sleep.’


‘Fuck off, Remade cunt,’ snapped Shekel. ‘D’you want any food next time I’m here, eh?’ Tanner was waving his hands in placation.


‘All right, lad, all right,’ he said, trying to wake up fully. ‘Tell me about whatever it is, but keep it down, eh?’


Shekel grinned. He was drunk and excited.


‘Did you ever see Salkrikaltor City, Tanner?’


‘No, lad. I ain’t never left New Crobuzon before,’ said Tanner softly. He kept his voice low, hoping that Shekel would imitate him.


The boy rolled his eyes and sat back. ‘You take a little boat, and you row past big buildings that come plumb out of the sea. Some places they’re close together like trees. And there’s massive bridges way above, and sometimes … sometimes you see someone – human or cray – just jump. And dive, if they’re a human, or tuck in all them legs otherwise, and land in the water and light out swimming, or disappear underneath.


‘I was just in a bar in the Landside Quarter. There was …’ His hands jigged in and out of tight shapes as he illustrated what he was saying. ‘You just step out of the boat through a big doorway, in a big room, with dancers – woman dancers.’ He grinned, puerile. ‘And next to the bar, the floor’s fucking gone … and there’s a ramp, going down for miles into the sea. All lit up underneath. And cray coming and going, up and down that walkway, into the bar or home again, in and out of the water.’


Shekel kept grinning and shaking his head.


‘One of our geezers gets so drunk he sets off himself.’ He laughed. ‘We had to haul him out of it, sopping. I don’t know, Tanner … I never saw anything like it. They’re scrabbling around right now, right underneath us. Right now. It’s like a dream. The way it sits on the sea, and there’s more below than above. It’s like it’s reflected in the water … but they can walk on into the reflection. I want to see it, Tanner,’ he said urgently. ‘There’s suits and helmets and whatnot on the ship … I’d go down in a minute, you know. I’d see it the way they do …’


Tanner was trying to think of something to say, but he was still tired. He shook his head and tried to remember any of Crawfoot’s Chronicles that told of life in the sea. Before he could speak, though, Shekel swayed to his feet.


‘I better go, Tanner,’ he said. ‘Captain’s put signs up everywhere. Assemble in the morning, important instructions, blah de blah. I’d best get shut-eye.’


By the time Tanner remembered the story of Crawfoot and the Conch Assassins, Shekel had disappeared.
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When Bellis rose the next day, the Terpsichoria was in the middle of the open ocean.


It had grown less cold as they travelled east, and the passengers who congregated for the captain’s announcement no longer wore their heaviest coats. The crew stood in the shadow of the mizzenmast, the officers by the stairway to the bridge.


The newcomer, Silas Fennec, stood alone. He saw Bellis watching him and smiled at her.


‘Have you met him?’ said Johannes Tearfly, behind her. He was rubbing his chin and watching Fennec with interest. ‘You were with the captain below, weren’t you? When Mr Fennec appeared?’


Bellis shrugged and looked away. ‘We didn’t speak,’ she said.


‘Do you have any idea why we’ve diverted?’ said Johannes. Bellis frowned to show that she did not understand. He looked at her with exasperation. ‘The sun,’ he said slowly. ‘It’s on our left. We’re heading south. We’re going the wrong way.’


When the captain appeared above them on the stairs, the murmurs on deck silenced. He hefted a copper funnel to his lips.


‘Thank you for assembling so quickly.’ His raised voice echoed tinnily above them in the wind. ‘I have unsettling news.’ He put down the mouthpiece for a moment and seemed to consider what to say. When he spoke again he sounded pugnacious. ‘Let me say that I will brook no argument or dissent. This is not for discussion. I am responding to unforeseen circumstances, and I will not be questioned. We will not be heading to Nova Esperium. We are returning to Iron Bay.’


There was a burst of shock and outrage from the passengers, and mutters of bewilderment from the crew. He can’t do this! thought Bellis. She felt a surge of panic – but no surprise. She realized that she had been expecting this, since Cumbershum’s hint. She realized, too, that somewhere inside her there was a joy at the thought of return. She battened that feeling down hard. It won’t be a homecoming for me, she thought savagely. I have to get away. What am I going to do?


‘Enough!’ shouted the captain. ‘As I said, I do not take this decision lightly.’ He raised his voice over shouted protests. ‘Within the week we’ll be back in Iron Bay, where alternative arrangements will be made for paying passengers. You may have to sail with another ship. I’m aware that this will add a month to your voyage, and I can only offer apologies.’


Grim-faced and livid, he looked totally unapologetic. ‘Nova Esperium will have to survive a few more weeks without you. Passengers are confined to the poop deck until three o’clock. Crew remain for new orders.’ He put down the speaking trumpet and descended towards the deck.


For a moment he was the only thing moving. Then the stillness broke and there was a surge as several passengers strode forward, against his orders, demanding that he change his mind. The captain’s barks of outrage could be heard as they reached him.




Bellis was staring at Silas Fennec. Piecing it together.


His face was immobile as he observed the agitation. He noticed Bellis watching him, held her eyes for a moment, then walked unhurriedly away.


Johannes Tearfly looked absolutely stricken. He gaped in an almost comical show of dismay.


‘What’s he doing?’ he said. ‘What’s he talking about? I can’t wait another fortnight in the rain of Iron Bay! Godspit! And why are we heading south? He’s taking the long route past the Fins again … What is going on?’


‘He’s looking for something,’ said Bellis, just loud enough for him to hear. She took his elbow and gently led him away from the crowd. ‘And I wouldn’t waste your breath on the captain. You won’t hear him admit it, but I don’t think he has the slightest choice.’


The captain strode from rail to rail on deck, snapping out a telescope and scouring the horizon. Officers shouted instructions to the men in the crow’s nests. Bellis watched the bewilderment and rumour-mongering of the passengers.


‘The man’s a disgrace,’ she overheard, ‘screaming at paying passengers like that.’


‘I was standing outside the captain’s office, and I heard someone accuse him of wasting time – of disobeying orders,’ Miss Cardomium reported, bewildered. ‘How can that be?’


It’s Fennec, thought Bellis. He’s angry because we’re not going directly back. Myzovic is … what? Looking for evidence of the Sorghum, on the way.


The sea beyond the Fins was darker, more powerful, and cold – unbroken by rocks. The sky was wan. They were beyond Basilisk Channel. This was the edge of the Swollen Ocean. Bellis stared at the endless green waves with distaste. She felt vertiginous. She imagined three, four, five thousand miles of brine yawning away eastwards, and closed her eyes. The wind butted her insistently.


Bellis realized she was thinking again about the river, the slow stretch of water that connected New Crobuzon to the sea like an umbilicus.


When Fennec reappeared, walking quickly across the poop deck, Bellis intercepted him.


‘Mr Fennec,’ she said. His face opened as he saw her.


‘Bellis Coldwine,’ he said. ‘I hope you’re not too put out by the detour.’


She indicated for him to follow her out of earshot of the few passengers and crew around them. She stopped in the shadow of the ship’s enormous chimney.


‘I’m afraid I am, Mr Fennec,’ she said. ‘My plans are quite specific. This is a serious problem for me. I have no idea when I’ll be able to find another ship that wants my services.’ Silas Fennec inclined his head in vague sympathy. He was clearly distracted.


Bellis spoke again, quickly. ‘I wonder if you’d shed light on the forced change of plans that has our captain so angry.’ She hesitated. ‘Will you tell me what is happening, please?’


Fennec raised his eyebrows. ‘I can’t, Miss Coldwine,’ he said, his voice mild.


‘Mr Fennec,’ she muttered coldly, ‘you’ve seen the reaction of our passengers, you know how unpopular this diversion is. Don’t you think I – all of us, but I most of all – deserve some explanation? Can’t you think what would happen if I were to tell the others what I suspect … that this whole mess was instigated because of the mysterious newcomer …’ Bellis spoke quickly, trying to provoke or shame him into telling her the truth, but her voice stopped short when she saw his reaction. His face changed suddenly and utterly.


His amiable, mildly sly expression went hard. He held up a finger to hush her. He looked quickly around, then spoke to her fast. He sounded sincere and very urgent.


‘Miss Coldwine,’ he said, ‘I understand your anger but you must listen to me.’ She drew herself up, meeting his gaze. ‘You must withdraw that threat. I won’t appeal to your professional code or your bloody honour,’ he whispered. ‘Probably you’re as cynical about such things as I am. But I will appeal to you. I have no idea what you’ve worked out or guessed, but let me tell you that it is vital – do you understand? – that I get back to New Crobuzon quickly, without interruption, without fuss.’ There was a long pause.


‘There is … there is a vast amount at stake, Miss Coldwine. You cannot spread mischief. I am begging you to keep these things to yourself. I’m relying on you to be discreet.’


He was not threatening her. His face and voice were stern but not aggressive. As he claimed, he was begging, not trying to intimidate her into submission. He spoke to her like a partner, a confidante.


And, impressed and shocked by his fervour, she realized that she would keep what she had heard to herself.


He saw this decision move across her face and nodded in sharp thanks, before walking away.


*


In her cabin, Bellis tried to work out what she was going to do. It would not be safe for her to stay long in Tarmuth. She had to join a ship as soon as possible. Her gut was heavy with hope that she might make it to Nova Esperium, but she realized with an awful foreboding that she was no longer in a position to make a choice.


She felt no shock. She simply realized, rationally and slowly, that she would have to go wherever she could. She could not delay.


Alone, away from the fug of anger and confusion that had swept over the rest of the ship, Bellis felt all her hope was dried up. She felt desiccated like old paper, as if the blustery air on the deck would burst her and blow her away.


Her partial knowledge of the captain’s secrets was no comfort. She had never felt more homeless.


She cracked the seal on her letter, sighed, and began to add to its last page.


‘Skullday 6th Arora, 1779. Evening’, she wrote. ‘Well, my dear, who would have thought this? A chance to add a little more.’


It comforted her. Although the arch tone she used was an affectation, it consoled her, and she did not stop writing while Sister Meriope returned and went to bed. She continued by the light of the tiny oil lamp, hinting at conspiracy and secrets, while the Swollen Ocean gnawed monotonously on the Terpsichoria’s iron.


Confused shouting woke Bellis at seven o’clock the next morning. Still lacing up her boots, she stumbled with several other sleepy passengers out into the light. She squinted into the brightness.




Sailors pushed up against the port railings, gesticulating and shouting. Bellis followed their gazes to the horizon, and realized that they were looking up.


A man was hanging motionless in the sky, two hundred feet above them, out over the sea.


Bellis gasped idiotically.
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