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Chapter 1 – Storm
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The problem with the sea was that it kept moving. On land, give or take the occasional tree- climbing escapade, I knew that when I put my foot down, the earth would be there to meet it, like an honest merchant keeping its side of the bargain. The sea was treacherous. It made the deck of our ship roll from side to side and pitch and toss. When I took a step, where my foot landed and where I’d expected it to land were two different places.

I was thirteen summers old and I had grown up in the farming village of Mottle. Until last autumn, when I had joined Ma’s troupe of traveling players, my idea of a journey was the village’s annual day out at Brackford Market. A voyage across the sea made even the journeys I’d been on since then with the troupe seem tame.

I had been looking forward to mastering the challenge of being on a boat. When we had boarded the ship in Brackmouth, I had expected that within the hour, I would be swinging from the rigging and dashing about the deck as though I had been born on a boat in a storm. The problem was my tummy. It rolled from side to side and pitched and tossed just like the ship’s deck, and I felt sick.

The other thing about the sea was that it was big. I first saw it from the heads at Brackmouth. It was like a vast gray blanket pulled up to the chin of the land. We had not paused to admire the view. It was not so much that we were fleeing the city of Russett, but that we were on a noble and urgent quest.

Russett was two hours' journey upstream from Brackmouth, and they were coming to terms with a sudden change of prince. I had helped overthrow wicked Prince Dorian, which would have been good except that Crag Storm, a vain and dishonest actor, who specialized in playing heroes and betraying those around him, had become prince instead. He had picked up a gold scepter that cast a spell over those around him and made them worship him.

I was resistant to Crag’s charms, possibly because I knew what a rat-bag he was, but also because I had special talents, inherited from Mum’s side of the family. I saw the wraiths that haunt this land, I knew how to summon and dispel them with the harvest dance, and I had learned to talk to them in my head. The other thing I had inherited from my mum was a thatch of red hair, although hers was now turning gray.

Ma, who led our troupe of performers, said Crag’s glamour was old and powerful magic. We had fled Russett before it occurred to Crag, and whatever it was that now worked through him, to stop us. Our heroic quest was to learn about this old magic and how to defeat it.

I clung to the rail of the ship and looked at the smudge of gray on the horizon, which was the land we were leaving behind. The ship lurched up and down and my stomach heaved in sympathy. I had nothing left to throw up and just a few strands of saliva dangled from my chin.

“It reminds me of that throwing-up gag the fool does in the Pirate Prince,” Ma said, joining me at the rail.

“The unfunny one,” I said.

“You used to like it,” Ma said. “And it always got a big laugh.”

“From people who’ve never been to sea,” I said.

Ma wore a baggy black jersey and a black knitted wool cap on his cropped iron-gray hair. He was thin and wiry and looked like he belonged on a boat, hauling a rope or something. Where he was most at home, though, was on stage, wearing a padded red polka dot dress with an enormous false bosom and a ginger wig.

A chill wind was skidding over the tops of the waves and slapping into our sails. I would have been happy to put on Ma’s padded dress for extra warmth. It was early spring but no one had told the wind that, and it clung to the idea it was still winter. I was dressed as usual in woolen breeches, a cloth shirt that had so many patches it was more patch than shirt and a sheepskin jerkin. It didn’t keep out the cold, and I would have been sheltering below deck except that I wanted fresh air. Fresh, not freezing.

I saw Ma no longer had any rings on his fingers. Buying our passage out of Brackmouth had used up the last of his wealth. It was unusual for ships to be sailing this early in the year across the Sea of Wrack, and when I’d asked what was in the wooden crates being loaded into the ship’s hold, everyone on the wharf suffered a strange form of deafness where they heard everything but my question.

“We’re having a meeting in my cabin,” Ma said, “to talk about where we’re going and why.”

I trailed after him, clumping across the deck in my battered leather boots. The ship had three masts, the biggest one in the middle and two smaller ones at either end. The front and back parts of the ship had been built up and contained rooms. Our troupe and the crew slept in the front, while Captain Gaunt and first mate Bramwell slept in the back. The cargo was stored below deck in the middle of the ship. I knew different bits of the boat had special names, but I’d been too busy throwing up to talk to the crew and find out what they were.
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Our troupe had three cabins at the front of ship. I shared one with my mum, Ailsa. Grunter and Elba shared the second cabin. Ma and his daughter, Silva, shared the last cabin at the end of the passage.

Ma and I were the last to arrive. The cabin was small and the six of us filled it to bursting point. I took up position beside a circular window in the cabin wall, opening the shutter so I could stick my head out.

The largest bit of furniture in the room was a bunk bed with straw mattresses. Mum and Elba sat on the bottom bunk. Mum’s hair was a mix of red and gray but each hair had only one color. Each of Elba’s hairs had two colors; a hair started off gray then part way along it turned black. It had been a while since Elba had been able to afford hair dye from the alchemists.

Silva perched on the top bunk, her bare feet poking out from beneath her long black skirt. She was my age, with silver hair and a face that had angles: high cheek bones, a narrow chin and a nose that while not large was sharp and definite. Her build had always been slight, but now she was skinny, having spent the best part of winter in the palace dungeons in Russett, a place not noted for the quality of its food and accommodation.

The final member of our troupe was its strongman, Grunter. He stationed himself at the cabin door and filled up the doorway. He wore a sleeveless black leather jerkin and his arm muscles bulged like giant turnips.

“I like the hat,” I said to Grunter. He had tied a red piece of cloth over his bald head.

“It’s a bandanna,” Grunter said, looking a bit embarrassed. “It’s to keep the sun off.”

“What sun?” Elba said and her green eyes sparkled. “Admit it, Grunt, you think you look smarter than smart in it.”

I missed his reply because I had to stick my head out of the window as my stomach heaved.

“Are you alright, Keth?” Mum called out.

“Of course, Mum, I always throw up every two minutes,” I mumbled under my breath. “And by the way, how come you’re not being violently ill, given you come from the same village as me and have the same amount of experience of the sea as I do? It’s not fair.” I ducked my head back in. “I’m fine,” I said.

Ma got Elba to lift her legs, and he pulled out a battered leather case from under the bottom bunk. He carried it the short distance to the only other furniture in the cabin, a wooden chair nailed to the floor next to a table top nailed to the wall. He put the case on the table, flicked open the catches, and lifted the lid. Inside I saw his red polka dot dress and ginger wig. A dull ache spread across my chest that was sadness rather than sickness. We had left our costume hamper, cart and Thespian, our carthorse, back in Brackmouth with a friend of Ma’s.

Ma rummaged around in the case and tugged out a brown cloth bag from the bottom of it. He sat down, holding the bag on his lap. “This is why we are here,” he said, jiggling the bag. “Are we alone?”

“All clear,” Grunter said, popping his head out into the passageway.

I stuck my head out of the window and took the opportunity to retch. “All quiet outside,” I said, “apart from me.”

Ma pulled out from the bag a shabby crown made of wood, which was painted silver, decorated with red glass beads and had spiky teeth running around its top.

“That tatty old thing from our costume hamper,” Silva said.

“It looks so sad, we never even use it on stage,” Elba said.

“I’ll stick with my bandanna,” Grunter said.

I recognized the nightmare crown. I had put it on when we had first arrived at Madame Patwig’s lodging house and that was the first time I had visited the other world. Together with a herd of stampeding sheep, I had been driven into the web of a giant spider. Shepherds had been battling the spider, trying to save me, when Ma had woken me up by dragging the crown from my head. At the time, I thought it was a nightmare, but I had since visited the land through a secret chimney concealed in a passage hidden below the palace in Russett.

“By tradition,” Ma said, “this land is split into territories ruled by princes. In times of great peril, one among them was chosen to be king, and he wore this crown as a sign of his authority. I think it looks this tatty because it wants to remain hidden. Prince Gawain made me custodian of the crown because he was afraid that it might fall into the hands of Prince Dorian.”

“And what are we to do with it?” Silva said.

“I don’t know,” Ma said, “but Gawain told me that he believed the brothers of the Laughing Brethren would have the answers. We are sailing across the Sea of Wrack to the port of Racknor where the House of the Laughing Brethren stands on a headland overlooking the sea.”

“Is it a long voyage?” I said.

“At least ten days,” Ma said. “It depends on the winds. You’ll have plenty of time to get your sea-legs.”

“Great,” I said. I stuck my head out of the window as my stomach heaved.
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On the tenth morning of our voyage, I leaned against the rail of the ship, staring out over the blue waters, feeling cheated that no smudge of brown on the horizon indicated land. The troupe had settled into a routine, one part of which was that we would eat a communal breakfast with the crew then I would go off by myself and, a little while later, throw up over the side. Today was a change as my breakfast was still in my stomach.

“How are you feeling?” Mum said as she came over to join me at the rail.

“Not too bad,” I said.

“Your stomach is getting stronger,” she said.

“It’s all the practice I’ve been giving it,” I said. “In a few more days, I’ll be able to throw up and hit passing sea birds.”

“You’re gross,” she said and ruffled my hair. “I’m just worried because you’re getting skinny again.”

Growing up in Mottle, I had been skinny and short for my age. Mum reckoned that was because I never got enough to eat. I had put on weight while living in the palace in Russett as part of Prince Dorian’s Royal Troupe, but my extra flesh was now vanishing; perhaps I was throwing it up over the side.

“I think my stomach is better because the sea is so flat today,” I said. We looked up at the sails. They drooped and hung limp from the three masts. A calm day was good because it gave my stomach a chance to settle, but bad because it meant we didn’t go anywhere.

“What do you think, Captain, is it a good time for a performance?” Ma called out, coming out on deck.

Captain Gaunt wore a long black woolen jacket that reached down to his knees and was fastened with white toggles made from whale bone. It emphasized how tall and thin he was. His face had deep lines in it that looked like cracks in a cliff face. He narrowed his eyes and stared at the horizon. “This is the calm before the storm,” he said.

We all looked up at the clear blue sky and the limp sails. I hoped the grim mention of storms was just something captains said to stop their passengers getting too comfortable.

“Sing if you must,” Captain Gaunt said, with a shrug of his narrow shoulders.

“A bit of singing would be just the thing to pass the time,” Bramwell, the first mate, said, clapping his hands together. He had white curly hair and a bushy beard, and his toothless mouth was always turned up into a grin. His endless good cheer grated on my nerves. He wore a thick gray woolen smock that hung down over his round belly and plump bum and made him look a bit like a bell on legs.

“What say you, lads?” Bramwell addressed the crew, with a chuckle. “I reckon we’ll raise such a wind with our voices, we’ll fill our sails and be on our way in no time.”

The men looked at their feet and muttered.

“Fair enough lads,” Bramwell said, not letting one drop of jolliness evaporate. “We’ll be swabbing the decks instead.”

The crew became more enthusiastic about a singsong.

“I’ll just get my lyre,” Elba said and she bustled off to our cabins in the forecastle, the built-up bit at the bow of the boat.

“What will we do for props and costume?” I said.

“Improvise,” Ma said, grinning at me. “But we’ll do songs today.”

“Can we use the quarter deck as a stage?” Ma asked the captain.

“If you must,” he said.

The quarter deck was situated on top of the aftcastle, the built-up bit at the stern of the boat, and it looked down onto the main deck. In the brief intervals between my bouts of sickness, I had got Squall the cabin boy to teach me the names of things. 

Elba returned, carrying her lyre. The captain beckoned to Ma, and we climbed on to the quarter deck. The ship was steered from the quarter deck and you had to have the captain’s permission to go up there.

We faced the crew and Elba strummed her lyre. We sang ‘Heave my Anchor Heartily’ which had the same tune as ‘Bang my Anvil Heartily’ a song we sang at an inn in Russett frequented by blacksmiths. After that, we sang a sea shanty about hoisting sails, followed by one about getting drunk on rum. I staggered around the quarter deck, tripping over my own feet, playing drunk during this one, which got a few laughs.

Elba and Silva launched into a sad ballad about mothers waiting for their sons to come back from the sea and keeping a light burning in the window. They had reached the second chorus, and Bramwell’s beard was becoming damp with tears, when a shout came from Squall the cabin boy, who was sitting in the crow’s nest at the top of the mainmast.

“The birds are flying strange,” he called.

The captain strode across the quarter deck and clamped his telescope to his eye. I followed after him. The birds were distant specks. They were bouncing about in the sky as though they were puppets and their strings were being jerked.

“Prepare for a storm, men,” the captain announced.

“Sails down and batten the hatches,” Bramwell shouted.

As one, the crew set to work.

“But the sky’s clear blue,” I said, “and where are the waves?”

“Blown flat by the wind,” the captain said. “Go below and don’t forget to tell your mother you love her. As like as not, it will be your last chance.”
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The troupe climbed down from the quarter deck. The crew was working at a frantic pace, some hauling on ropes while others scrambled up the rigging.

“In here,” Bramwell said, shepherding us into a room below the quarter deck so that we were not in the crew’s way. He ducked back out, shutting the door behind him. It was the captain’s chart room. A desk was screwed into the floor and a map of the coastline had been unfurled on its top, held down by brass paperweights. I glanced at it.

“Blast,” Ma said, slapping his forehead. “I’ve left the crown in my cabin.”

If the ship went down, the crown would be lost forever. Perhaps it would land on some poor crab, which would appear in the other world and wonder where the sea had gone before being chomped to bits by a giant spider.

“I’ll get it,” I said.

Mum hauled on the door to open it for me. “It’s stuck,” she said. “That rat Bramwell has barred it.”

Grunter flexed his muscles, ready to rip the door from its hinges.

“Don’t bother,” I said. “I can get through the hold. Squall showed me around the ship.”

If I didn’t have to go across the deck, I would not be getting in the way of the sailors. I ducked out of the chart room into the captain’s dining room, along a passage, and bounded down a set of wooden stairs. I slowed down to grasp the handle of the door at the bottom. Someone ran into the back of me and we fell through the door together. We untangled our respective limbs and stood up. It was Silva. She had followed me.

“What are you doing here?” I said.

“You dashed off before Ma had a chance to tell you that he’d stowed the crown in a different spot,” she said. “I’ll show you when we reach the cabin.”

It was dark inside the ship's hold and we felt our way around large wooden crates. We heard the timbers rattle above us as the crew ran around on deck.

“To your stations, lads,” Bramwell shouted above us.

“If we find the wall, it will make things easier,” I said.

We edged across to the wall of the hold. I placed my hands on the timbers and felt them vibrating. I heard a whirr like the drone of an insect that got louder and louder as though a swarm was hurtling towards us. We were on the side of the boat facing the oncoming storm. I tried to swallow but my throat was dry. A narrow gap ran between the wall and the stacks of wooden crates. Silva and I scuttled along it like rats.

“Brace, lads,” Bramwell shouted. “It’s here.”

The wind hit, smacking into the side of the boat, making the timbers scream, and pushing the boat over onto its side. The wooden crates slid across the floor of the hold and crashed into the opposite wall to us. We fell and landed in the cleft made by the crates and the sloping floor. Had we been on the other side, we would have been crushed to a pulp.

“Are you alright,” I called to Silva.

“Fine, apart from a couple of splinters,” she said. “Let’s get out of here.”

We crawled along the cleft. The air inside was heating up, and I was dripping with sweat. The timbers on the side of the boat were squealing as they began to warp.

We reached the door at the far end of the hold; it hung from a single hinge. We hauled ourselves through and climbed up a ladder, now leaning sideways. We emerged into the crew’s sleeping quarters. The floor sloped at an angle and we had to cling to the hammocks to pull ourselves across the room and into the passage that now sloped up to Ma and Silva’s cabin.

The floor was too slippery to walk up but the passage was narrow and, by wedging our arms and legs hard against the walls, we were able to lever ourselves up. The door to the cabin had been blown from its hinges.

I poked my head into the room. A fierce hot wind toasted my skin. My eyes were dry and sore in an instant. I narrowed them and squinted. The cabin window faced the storm side of the boat and the shutter had blown off. A ferocious wind was circling inside the cabin. Blankets, cloth, straw from the shredded mattresses and shattered pieces of wood from the broken shutter formed a dancing spiral in the center of the room. 

“There it is,” Silva said, pointing over my shoulder to a bump inside what remained of the mattress on the lower bunk. 

The chair, table, and bunks had so far survived the wind but because the cabin had tilted, the bunks were now on their side and below the cabin doorway. I dived inside the room. It was like entering an oven. The blistering hot wind buffeted me and, for a moment, it matched my weight. Was I going to get dragged into the spiral? The wind let me fall and I skidded down the sloping floor, crashing into the bunk bed.

I hauled myself onto the lower bunk and dug my hands deep into the torn mattress, ripping out gouts of straw that wafted up and crackled in the dry baked air. My fingers touched the spiky edges of the crown. I tugged it out.

“Keth,” Silva shouted.

I looked up. The table was tearing away from the wall. I watched fascinated as the long sharp nails that had held it in place were revealed. With a tortured scream, it broke free of the wall. I rolled away as the wind hurled the nail-spiked piece of wood at me. It ripped into the mattress where my hands had been, releasing a fresh flurry of straw.

“Get out, Keth,” Silva shouted. She was wedged in the doorway, holding out her hand to me. “The straw’s started smoking.”

I shoved the crown inside my jerkin and struggled into a crouching position. I smelled a whiff of smoldering straw. A fleck of gold whizzed past my eye, a straw with an orange spark at its base. I pushed down hard against the bunk bed and launched myself at the doorway. Silva braced herself and grabbed my flailing left wrist. I clutched the doorframe with my right hand.

Straw touched straw and spread the flame in the wind-driven spiral. It became a cone of fire. I pulled myself out of the cabin just as it exploded in flames. We skidded down the sloping passageway. I grabbed the doorframe of the crews’ quarters as we slid past, and I clung on to Silva.

A rain of hot red embers danced down towards us like burning snowflakes. I pulled us inside the crews’ quarters, out of their way.

“Why is the wind so hot?” I said.

“It makes no sense,” Silva said. “Storms should be cold and wet.”

“Let’s get on deck,” I said. “I don’t want to die like a rat in a hole, either toasted or drowned.”
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We used the hammocks to swing ourselves across the room then we passed the ladder down to the hold, and leaped over to the doorway onto the main deck; the door had been ripped from its hinges. The buckled deck sloped up to what was now the highest point of the ship, the ship’s railing on the storm side. The sky was blue and the baking air was filled with the smell of boiling tar.

“That’s bad,” Silva said, sniffing. “The tar keeps the water out from between the timbers.” We heard a loud groaning wooden creak then a sharp splintering crash. “And that’s even worse,” she said.

The main mast tottered for a moment, wobbled like a drunk then fell in the direction the wind was blowing, crashing across the main deck, bouncing the timbers loose. It hung down in the water like it was taking a drink; its weight tipping the ship over even further.

Although the mast was broken, it remained attached to its stump by sturdy ropes.

“Get the mast clear of the deck or it will drag us down,” the captain shouted. He was hanging from the steering wheel on the quarter deck, on the opposite side of the ship to us.

Squall, the cabin boy, axe in hand, crouching like a rat, ran along the ship's rail on the storm side of the ship. He was almost opposite the mast when the wind picked him up and blew him from the rail. He rolled, bouncing down the deck. He flailed with his axe and it stuck in the stump of the mast. The axe was torn from his fingers, and he skidded down the sloping deck into the water.

“We’re going for the axe, aren’t we?” Silva said and squeezed my hand.

“We’ll climb up to the railing, go along it hand over hand, and slide down, aiming for the mast,” I said.

The timbers of the ship’s deck had warped and buckled. This gave us hand and footholds as we climbed up the sloping deck to the rail. I reached the rail first, narrowed my eyes, and poked my head over the edge to take my first look at the storm.

A blast of scalding air hit me in the face. I kept my eyes open only for an instant but that was enough. I saw a wave bearing down on us. It’s a small one, I thought, the top of the wave is only just above my head. My relief drained away as I remembered I had reached what was now the highest point of the ship. This was a big bad wave. Worse waves were piling up behind it.

The last thing I heard was a crunch as the wave struck then the water swallowed me.
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I surfaced and gasped for air. It was blistering hot and scorched the back of my throat. The water was cold and the air was boiling. Something swung by my head, almost hitting me. It was a timber plank from the deck. I grabbed it and clung on. I looked around. I was at the bottom of the trough between two giant waves. At first all I saw was blue sky above and gray walls of water either side of me.

“Keth,” I heard Silva call.

Her head stuck out of the water a little way from me. I grasped the plank in the middle and lay on my front, kicking my legs, I moved slowly towards her. The swell of the next wave pushed beneath me. If I did not reach her soon the sea might drive us apart. We closed and Silva got a hold on the plank. She swung herself around to my side of it.

We climbed the side of the wave. At the top of the wave, it was like being on top of a ridge of land. For a brief moment, I saw the crests of waves advancing towards us and, behind us, the wreckage of the boat bobbing in the water.

Cresting the wave at the same time, a short distance away, was an upturned table from the crew’s dining room. If we could get to it then we could use it as a raft. “Table to my right,” I shouted to Silva.

She nodded. We slid down the other side of the wave, trying to angle our descent to bring us closer to the table. Faster and faster, we skidded down the slope of water. The table kept pace as though we were racing each other. As we reached the foot of the wave, we slowed down abruptly and the plank bounced from our grip.

I was pulled beneath the surface. I kicked my legs, rose up, and hit my head on something solid. The shock jolted the last of the air out of me. I stretched out my hands and felt a flat surface above me. My blood was drumming in my ears. My fingertips curled around an edge. I pulled myself in that direction and surfaced. I had been trapped beneath the table. I hauled myself onto it.

I looked around. Silva had regained her hold on the plank. She was kicking hard towards the table. Using my hands, I paddled in her direction.

We were beginning to climb the next wave. Clinging on to a table leg, I reached out over the water and grabbed the end of Silva’s plank. The table lurched and I almost toppled in. I regained my balance and pulled Silva and the plank towards me.

She scrambled on to the table. For a moment, I thought of letting go of the plank; it had served its purpose, but I had an idea. I hauled the plank onto the table. “We can use it to steer,” I said, “like Punt and the river boys do.”

As the table climbed the wave, we knelt either side of the plank, holding it off the back of the table so that it dangled in the water like a rudder.

We crested the wave and accelerated down the other side. The table began to spin. “Towards me,” I called.

“Other way,” Silva called back.

We both tugged at the plank and it remained straight in the water.

The spin continued and we were now facing in the opposite direction, looking back at the top of the wave we had just crested.

“You’re right,” we both shouted.

We tried to shove the plank towards each other. Once again our strengths matched and the plank stayed still. We were now facing ahead again. The speed of our spin was increasing. The table wobbled. We were going to capsize.

“What would Punt do?” I shouted. I pictured him on the water. He wanted to turn right. He held his oar to the right of the lighter. “Towards you,” I called.

Silva had concluded the same. I pushed the plank over to her. The plank juddered and almost tore from my grip. The table steadied and stopped spinning. Traveling straight, we accelerated down the side of the wave.

“Hold on tight,” I yelled as we hurtled towards the bottom of the trough between the waves.

We braced ourselves, one hand grasping the plank and the other hand grasping a table leg. We slowed down sharply as we hit the trough. The table shuddered and creaked. It went below the water, taking us with it then bounced to the surface, almost jolting us off.

We began to climb the next wave. “I don’t think we’ll survive many descents like that,” I called to Silva.

“I’ve got an idea, if you trust me to call out the steering,” Silva called back. “I’ve seen island boys do it, riding on wooden boards.”

We crested the next wave. “Towards me,” Silva called, “lean into the wave, straighten.” We moved diagonally down the wave. “Towards you,” she called again, “lean into the wave, straighten.” We executed a neat turn and once more we were sliding diagonally down the wave but in the opposite direction.

We zigzagged down the side of the wave. It stopped being frightening and became exhilarating. We arrived at the bottom of the trough between the waves, making hardly a ripple.

“Brilliant,” I yelled. “Let’s do it again.”

“I don’t think we have a choice,” Silva yelled back then grinned at me.

We began to climb the next wave.
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Wave followed wave. Our steering became intuitive; neither of us needed to speak; we knew what we needed to do and we did it as a single unit. After a time, the wind dropped and the waves grew smaller. The sea became placid, no longer threatening or exciting. We pulled in the plank and stowed it on the table.

I performed a stretch to ease my aching muscles. Grunter had taught me it. Grunter had been on the ship. The ship was wrecked. Grunter was drowned. My mum was drowned. Everyone was drowned. I stood up, rocking the table, and swung around, scanning the sea, looking for any sign of life. The sea was flat and empty.

The exhilaration of riding the waves had driven the sinking of the ship from my mind; now it flooded back in and overwhelmed me. “Everyone is dead,” I said.

“Calm down, Keth,” Silva said. “We don’t know that.”

I thought about it. It was a small sliver of hope but in a vast empty sea, it was better than nothing. “Where are we now?” I said, sitting back down.

“In the eye of the storm,” she said.

“What’s that?” I said. I imagined the storm looking down at us, annoyed that we still existed.

“In the center of every storm is a calm spot,” she said, “the eye of the storm. Relax, catch your breath and enjoy it, it won’t last long.”

She was right. Even as she spoke, a breath of hot wind tickled the back of my neck.

***
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The wind had swung around behind us. It picked up in strength and even though we didn’t have a sail up, we surged forwards through the water.

“I don’t understand this storm,” Silva said, as we worked with the plank to keep our table in a straight line.

“It’s not a proper storm,” I said.

“Don’t tempt it,” she said. “It might want to prove you wrong.”

The wind was strong but nowhere near as strong as before. It was hot too, but not with the same scorching intensity. Waves bounced us but we didn’t have to climb up and down them. We surged along as though we were being sucked across the sea. I concentrated on doing my bit to steer the boat. When you relaxed, thinking you were safe was when an accident might occur.

Something gray appeared on the horizon. “Are they clouds?” I said, pointing at them. “Maybe the storm outran them and they’re now catching up.” It was wrong that the storm and shipwreck had taken place under a clear blue sky.

Silva squinted hard. “It’s land,” she said.

“We’re safe,” I said, punching the air.

“You’re new to this seafaring game,” she said.

“I know land is good after you’ve been shipwrecked,” I said.

“Not if it consists of rocks,” she said.

***
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As the land drew close, the line of gray on the horizon grew wider and took shape. We were heading towards a cliff. “What’s that strip of white, separating the rocks from the sea?” I asked.

“It’s the foam from the waves striking the rocks,” Silva said.

“I think we should slow down,” I said. “Maybe even stop for a bit.”

“I don’t think the sea is going to give us that choice,” she said.

We tried steering the table in different directions but nothing seemed to stop us from being carried towards the rocks. They were close enough now that we heard the roar and crash of the waves striking them and we saw the weathered face of the cliff with the frothing water at its base.

I listened to the sound of a wave hitting the cliff. The roar and crash was followed by a rushing sound then a second crash, not as loud as the first one but with more of an echo. I looked in the direction the echo had come from. Part way up the cliff face was a crack. I traced its path down. It widened as it went lower and, where the sea met the cliff face, it became an entrance. “Head for that,” I shouted to Silva, pointing to the opening.

We steered with the plank and moved to our left, trying to line up our makeshift raft with the opening. As long as we ended up on the rocks, the sea didn’t seem to mind if we adjusted our position. We crept left.

The cliff loomed over us. We were not far enough left and we were going to hit the rocks to the right of the opening. A wall of water reared up in front of us, tumbled forwards and smashed hard against the rocks, drenching us with spray. We would be hurled against the rocks with the next wave.

A massive wave rebounded from the cliff wall. As one, Silva and I brought the plank towards her. The rebound wave carried us away from the cliff. It passed beneath us, tossing us and the table in the air. The table slapped down into the water in a pool of white froth and we landed back on the table, still clutching the plank. Together, we brought the plank towards me.

The wave that would drive us on to the rocks rose beneath us. We surged forwards. Our last two steering maneuvers had pulled us left enough for us to be opposite the cave entrance. We let go of the plank and clung to the table as we accelerated through the opening.

We surged along a passage. It narrowed. Smooth gray stone walls shot by us. The roof lowered. We lay flat on the table. The front legs of the table hit the roof and were ripped off, flying past us. Above the roar, I heard the table’s back legs ripped away. I saw light ahead.

We shot out from the passage into open air. We parted company with the table and flew towards a wall of green rock. I thrust out my arms, trying to absorb the impact. 

The green rock crumpled and popped as I hit it, absorbing my energy and cushioning me. Before I had a chance to work out what had happened, churning white water thrust me upwards and the green rock changed to sharp and gray. Shards of white foam flew past me. The wave had reached as far as it was going to go. I scrabbled at the rock face with my hands and feet. The finger tips of my left hand found a crack. My right hand fingers hooked around a ridge in the rock. My left foot found a crevice and I wedged it in. My right foot dangled, unable to find a hold.

Fragments of foam spattered my head and shoulders as they fell back to earth. Water streamed down the rock walls. Below me came a gurgling sound, like a giant with an upset stomach. A little further down, to my right, Silva was clinging to the rock wall. “We’re in a blowhole,” she said through gritted teeth.

Carefully, I turned my head to look down passed my feet. I saw the passage we had ridden through, on the table. Water was receding down it, leaving little pools of white froth in which floated fragments of table. What I had thought of as squishy green rock was an outgrowth of seaweed.

The blowhole was like a chimney in the rock. Looking up I saw blue sky and only a little way further up was the lip of the hole and safety. I heard the distant roar of the sea. We had to climb out before the next wave arrived.

“Can you climb?” I called to Silva

“I’m stuck,” she hissed through her teeth. “None of my holds are secure. If I try and move, I’ll fall.”

I looked for holds near her hands. The ridge I had hooked my right hand around ran above her head but too far above her.

“You climb, Keth,” she said. “I’ll catch the next wave and get a better hold.” Her face was white and a drop of sweat hung on the tip of her narrow chin before falling to the rocks below.

The next wave might pull her away from the rock wall and drag her back out to sea, beating her to a pulp as it went. I unhooked my right hand from the ridge and lowered it towards her. I now only had secure holds for my left hand and left foot. “Reach up and grab my hand,” I said.

Without moving her head, she looked up with her eyes. Little by little, her left hand crept over the rock. It stopped just short of my outstretched fingers. “I can’t reach,” she said. “Leave me to take my chances. You have to protect the crown.”

Stuff that, I thought. Since when had a crown become more precious than a life; but it gave me an idea. I swung out a little way from the rock to give me space, reached inside my jerkin and pulled out the crown. We heard a huge crash. The next wave had struck the cliff face.

I gripped the crown with my right hand and reached down to Silva. “Hang on to this,” I called to her. The sound of a torrent of water hurtling down the stone passage drowned out my words.

A wall of water exploded out of the passage into the blowhole. The fingers of Silva’s left hand gripped the crown. The rest of her body began to slip from the wall.

The water shot up the blowhole. I dug in to the rock face with my left hand and left foot. I held my breath. The water submerged me; my right hand gripping the crown was pulled up over my head. The water was dragging me upward, trying to loosen my holds on the rock. I clung on and waited, forcing myself to stay calm.

The water subsided. Now it tugged at me, wanting to take me away with it. My left foot was sucked from the crevice where I’d lodged it. Little by little the fingers of my left hand were being eased out from the crack. Bubbles of air escaped from my mouth as I tried to suppress a scream of fear. I scrabbled with my fingertips, but lost my hold.

The sucking eased. Cold air played on my up-stretched right arm. My face broke through the surface of the retreating water. I was still gripping the crown and so was Silva. She had been washed to a secure spot above me and was straining to carry my weight as less and less water supported me.

I flung out my left arm and got my left hand hold back. I let go of the crown with my right hand and hooked my fingers around the ridge where they had been before. With my left foot, I found again the crevice. A huge burp emerged from the stone passage as the water retreated.

“Let’s climb,” Silva said. She paused a moment, thinking what to do with the crown. She raised it towards her head.

“No,” I screamed. If she put it on, she would go unconscious and fall back down the blowhole, smashing on the rocks at the bottom.

“Bad idea,” she said, with a weak grin.

“Pass me the crown,” I said. I took it in my right hand and tucked it back in my jerkin. 

I pulled myself up using my right hand hold and found a spot to wedge my right foot. I reached up, exploring with my left hand and found another hold. We climbed. When the next wave exploded into the blowhole, we were soaked with foam but the water level remained below us.

We hauled ourselves over the lip of the blowhole and lay on the rocks, gasping for breath. I rolled on to my back and gazed up at the blue sky. A hot sun dried the water on my face. A wave exploded in the blowhole. I watched rags of foaming water fly in the air. I closed my eyes as one spattered across my face. I tasted the salt
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