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      To use those words which confer title and flattery is unlike the Friends. ‘Thou’ is also ‘you,’ an address of class. By my address of ‘thee’ is our equality assured.

      ~Art

      
      “Thee, of Stars”

      
      In the Upper Pool of London before London Bridge, a welcoming party waited. With gazes piercing the thickening fog, they searched the ships crossing the choppy waters as they docked and departed.

      Rosy-cheeked Mrs Rowden shivered on the icy quay by her dignified friend, Lady Baffin, and brought a hand out from her muff to tighten the scarf over her hat. The brass band made up of men bundled in wool coats abided behind them. Each man carried an instrument—a cornet, trombone, horn, and tuba—in gloved hands and stamped their feet for warmth.

      “This unnatural cold we’re having,” remarked Mrs Rowden with breath clouding before her lips. “It will be worse tonight when the ice fog settles. The worst in ages.”

      “Which is why I’m thankful the expedition comes home today,” Lady Baffin said. “Winter is not the season for man nor beast in the unforgiving Arctic.” Glancing at Mrs Rowden, she said kindly, “you’re nearly frozen, Genny dear. Wait in my carriage. It has a stove.”

      Genny protested. “While you stand alone here, Gertie? Oh no! We’ll be back in our warm homes soon enough. I’ve a roaring fire waiting for my John!”

      The two women returned their attention to the Thames as small ships sway against the wind. The vessels bobbed and hazed within the fog rolling in.

      “There!” Genny pointed. “The SS Terror!”

      A thick ship with three masts slid forward from the fog bank, its sails furled. As it loomed, the iron-plated hull shown white with frost.

      “How snowbound the Terror looks cloaked in that oppressive fog!” Genny hopped on the quay. “It brings the Arctic with it!”

      “Yet how happy the crew must be, to be home at last,” responded Lady Baffin. “See how the ship works to advance ahead of the sea smoke.”

      The Terror crept forwards, gathering on its deck that very same, clustering smoke. As the ship lumbered in the rolling waters, it brushed the small vessels it passed. Ships’ bells rang in warning.

      Genny raised a hand to wave at the ship. “I cannot see the helm for the fog. The ship, it moves with bare steerageway. No power from its sails...no smoke from the steam engine. I wonder—oh!”

      The Terror collided with a smaller vessel, sending the craft veering aside. It struck another with a loud crack to the boat’s stern.

      Genny gasped as ships hastened out of the way, their bells ringing.

      She turned to Gertie. “If my John’s at ship’s wheel, or Captain Buckamore⁠—”

      “They can’t be faulted, dear. The propellers, they must be damaged,” said Lady Baffin. “No steering can guide a ship that size without the propellers.”

      Flanked by fog, the ship’s formidable shape grew ever larger. Icicles hung from the yards. The drooping, furled mainsail flapped its shredded cloth, and behind it, the ripped third sail flogged.

      “Look at the sails.” Genny pointed. “I thought those were made of triple canvas.”

      “What a terrible ice storm they must have faced,” tutted Lady Baffin.

      Genny raised herself on tiptoes to see. A mighty man covered in thick furs and with a furred hood tight around his bearded face stood starboard. He gripped the frosted handrail with fur-mittened hands.

      “Look there! Lord Baffin wears his great furs!” Genny turned to Lady Baffin. “What a giant figure of a man he makes!”

      Lady Baffin smiled broadly at her words, a gloved hand to her throat. Genny tidied a stray lock of auburn hair come loose from the harsh wind.

      “The ship will soon be here,” she said. “The band should play!”

      “Yes! Let us welcome him home.” Lady Baffin beckoned to the men with their instruments. “If you please, play the song I want my husband to hear!”

      The band nodded, doffed gloves, put lips to mouthpieces, and began the first sprightly notes of “The Lass That Loves a Sailor.”

      Lady Baffin returned her beaming attention to the Terror’s frosted hull as it glided closer. Above, Sir Baffin stood steady and true at the handrail.

      Genny cried, “the refrain shall give them courage for these last yards!”

      In a clear soprano, she accompanied the band:

      .

      “But the standing toast, that pleas’d the most,

      Was ‘The wind that blows, the ship that goes,

      And the lass that loves a sailor!’”

      .

      The band played on as she clapped her delight. Genny then peered above as the Terror towered.

      “Why does Sir Baffin not acknowledge us?”

      She grabbed Lady Baffin.

      The hull struck the quay with the tremendous sound of splintering wood and creaking timber. The waters surged and the Terror sank back from the impact. Sir Baffin tumbled headfirst over the handrail for the quay below.

      He struck the ground and shattered.

      Shards of Sir Baffin slid down the icy quay and streaked the surface pink. The glistening pieces lay like dropped, frozen butcher slices. Genny screamed and the band members collided with each other. Amid the jostling panic, Lady Baffin stared aghast. At her feet lay the sharp fragment that contained the calm, grey eye and partial white face of her husband.

      Genny dragged Lady Baffin away and across the wrecked quay. When she caught the sudden drop of a shadow from the ship, she cringed. But the male figure in the dark pea coat landed feet-first, straightened, and walked back into the thickening fog.

      “John?” she cried.
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        * * *

      

      Snow pelted a night-bound London.

      Drifts grew and the ice fog descended, engulfing the city. Artifice flew down the streets and through slow-moving carriages in her artificial, phantasmic state, her powerful and towering form a startling sight to passerby. She would have turned entirely invisible, but as her partner and fellow agent of the Secret Commission, Jim Dastard, had advised, it would better suit London if the city grew accustomed to her spectral, glowing figure flying by.

      Barely a yard could be seen ahead of her, and she doubted even a lantern would have helped cut through the fog’s thick pea soup. The chilling wind did not disturb her hat or the long overcoat she wore over her broad-shouldered, slim-waisted body, but her skirts flapped, and Art could never explain why that happened when she inhabited her Fourth Dimensional state. She held her silver-headed, ironwood walking stick to her and flew on through the last falling flurries, hunting for which fog-ridden street would lead her to the Pool of London.

      In short time, she alighted on the damaged quay where a policeman in a heavy coat stood watch and warmed his hands before a can fire. As she took solid form and approached, she gave friendly greeting—the better to assuage a constable unaccustomed to her ghostly appearance. Though her transparency had ended, the paleness remained, as well as her spectral glow.

      Once the constable peered at her Secret Commission badge, he touched his helmet. She walked to a spot beside the moored ship and set her stick to the ruined quay.

      The SS Terror, she read upon the ship’s frosted forward end. Flying ice crystals bit her face, and the weight of a small drift piled up at her feet. The policeman hunched down over his can.

      Though this was her first winter since the Secret Commission resurrected her without any memory of her previous life, she recognised the uncommon chill of the night. A rare cold had fallen upon London, one that feathered the ship’s mooring ropes with jagged, fangs of white rime ice. Art was certain they grew even lengthier before her scrutiny. She hardened her muscles against the sharp wind, imagining that if she stood still long enough, platy ice crystals might grow upon her own person.

      The furious flapping of the Terror’s yards with their shredded, furled sails drew her attention. The icicles hanging from them pointed long, glistening fingers down. Of the ships she’d flown past to find the Terror, she’d not seen one with so much ice already grown upon it.

      The urgent hooves of a horse and the rattling wheels of its hansom cab tramped down the quay. Both emerged from the thick fog, revealing a hatted, blonde girl bundled in a thick scarf and coat, seated within. Almost eighteen years of age, she carried a skull wearing a top hat in her gloved hands.

      Art’s partner, Jim Dastard, and their assistant, Delphia Bloom, had arrived.

      Delphia hopped from the hansom cab, light of foot and with Jim in hand, the cold seemingly without effect on her youthful vigour, though ice crystals stuck to her goggles’ lenses. She removed them from her grey eyes and stored them on her riding hat. Art raised her stick in greeting.

      “Ho! Strongwoman!” Jim hailed. “How does your perfect physique fare against winter’s bilious, white breath? You could avoid the effects of this harrowing weather by ghosting, but no! Stout-hearted you stand!”

      “Cold strengthens the body,” Art said. “But this night is unduly trying, Jim. I was with the Friends, handing blankets and coats to those less fortunate when thee gave me signal to meet thee here. ’Twill be a harsh night for our poor.”

      “Your need for rescue, young Quaker, is commendable,” Jim said. “Especially when it serves as personal recompense for all the violence your peaceful soul must enact whilst an agent of His Royal Highness’s Secret Commission. England thanks you! But you can return to your shivering poor after we’ve examined those already frozen.”

      Delphia piped up. “Sounds a strange, and rather gruesome, case, Art and sir. Though all our cases are such. How can an entire body be transformed to ice? I can see the blood on the walk where Sir Baffin’s body is said to have smashed to pieces.”

      The agents glanced down at the stains she indicated as the policeman threw more coal into his fire.

      Art then pointed above with her stick. “This night may freeze blood, and the wet air works to coat all with rime, but has thee noticed, Friends, that this ship is the only one with glaze ice upon the yards? And with hoarfrost on its hull, thick enough for a knife?”

      “The Terror has retained its Arctic features, true. All the way back to London.” Jim surveyed the vessel along with Delphia, who held him up. “Curious. Let us board.”

      Heavy steps descended the gangplank. A spectacled, old man in a tall top hat and long coat hurried down, carrying his black bag. The lanky form of Sgt Barkley followed him.

      “Zymotic disease,” the gruff doctor pronounced when he spied Art’s gleaming Secret Commission badge on her chest. He brushed past the agents. “Whether ingested, or passed on from fellow to fellow, I cannot yet know. The ship’s doctor’s notes are all frozen! I’ll read them when they’ve thawed.”

      “Then the ship’s doctor concluded the deaths are from disease?” Jim called after the departing man, who waved with impatience.

      “No!” responded the doctor. “But it must be. Good night to you!”

      He hurried into a waiting carriage and slammed the door. As his vehicle pulled away, the three turned to Barkley, who smiled and touched his bowler.

      “Mr Dastard, Art, Miss Bloom. Think we all would like this night done and a warm meal in our bellies.” The sergeant hunched his shoulders against the cold. “Well, to it! The ship’s the SS Terror, as you must know by now, and built and financed by the Royal Geographical Society. The purpose of the vessel, an Arctic expedition led by Sir Francis Baffin to gather polar magnetic readings.”

      He glanced up at the ship. “And it sailed all the way there with eighty hearty men and returned with the
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