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Prologue
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Creation

There was, once, no island.

There was only the sea, and beneath the sea a darkness so complete that even the word darkness fails it, for darkness at least admits the possibility of light somewhere else, some other time, some memory of the sun; and there, in the black water miles above a wound in the ocean floor, no such memory existed. There was pressure, mile upon mile of it, water lying upon water lying upon water until the weight of the ocean itself became a kind of stone. There was heat rising through rock as if rock itself were a kind of blood. And far below, where the crust of the earth lay thin over a furnace that had never known a human name and never would, a column of molten stone was pushing upward through solid ground the way a seed pushes upward through packed earth, patient, blind, and entirely certain of an outcome it could not have named even had it possessed the means to name anything at all.

It had been rising for longer than any measure of years could easily hold. The great plate above it drifted, as such plates do, a finger’s width in a lifetime, so slowly that the ocean itself seemed still by comparison; and the plume beneath stayed fixed, a single unwavering point of fire, while continents wandered over it the way clouds cross a lamp left burning in an empty room. Other fires, in other ages, had already done this same patient work and moved on, leaving behind chains of drowned mountains that no eye would ever see and no chart would ever record, their labour complete and utterly unwitnessed. This fire, too, would leave its mark and in time be forgotten by the very land it made; that is the way of such fires. But not yet. Not for many hundreds of thousands of years.

The eruptions, when they came, came in a silence no observer stood to break, for there was no ear to hear them and no shore to carry the sound, and no eye to flinch from a light that would, in some later and more populated age, have been called terrible. Lava spread across the ocean floor in sheets, cooled by the black water into rock harder than the memory of what it once had been, and settled, layer upon layer, the way a life settles, unnoticed at the time, into the shape it will eventually be seen to have kept. Each eruption added its inch, its foot, its careless yard, to a mountain that no one had asked for and no one would thank. Between eruptions there were years of nothing at all — decades, then centuries, of cold, dark water lying undisturbed over cooling stone, as if the ocean itself were waiting, with an ocean’s patience, to see whether the mountain beneath it had the endurance to continue, or whether it would prove, as so many such risings do, to be merely a passing swelling of the sea floor, destined to subside again into the general dark.

It had the endurance. It rose, and subsided a little, and rose again, through spans of time too long for any single word in any tongue that would one day be spoken to hold comfortably, until one age arrived — no one could have said which day, for there were no days yet that mattered to any watching thing, no calendar and no need of one — when the topmost point of all that patient fire came, at last, into contact with air.

The sea did not part for it, nor cheer it, nor mourn what had been broken and reformed to make it. The sea simply continued being the sea, indifferent in the particular way that very old and very large things are indifferent, and the rock simply continued being rock, and between them, for the first time in the whole slow history of that stretch of ocean, there existed a boundary where before there had been only water going down and down into more water without end. A black cone of new stone stood exposed above the ocean’s surface, steaming faintly where the last of its interior heat met the cooler air, hissing here and there where a wave still found a channel to reach the hot rock directly, and around it the waves broke exactly as they had broken over open water the day before this island’s birth, unhurried, unimpressed, indifferent to the fact that they now broke against something rather than merely against each other.

There was no one to call it new. There was no one to call it anything at all. It simply was, in the way that stone is, without ambition and without name, and the wind that found it — arriving across a thousand miles of empty ocean, itself far older than the rock it now touched, having crossed that same stretch of sea a million times before there was any rock there to touch at all — passed over the naked cone and found nothing to disturb: no leaf, no blade of grass, not even dust, only the raw black surface of a world still cooling from the violence of its own becoming.

❦

It takes rain a very long time to make a garden of a wound. But rain is patient in a way that fire is not, patient in a way that asks for no audience and no gratitude, and it began its slow labour almost as soon as there was rock enough to work upon.

The first storms that broke across the new island — for it deserved, now, if anything did, to be called an island, small as it was, solitary as it was, utterly without company in every direction the eye could have travelled had there been an eye to travel — found nothing to soften their fall. Water struck naked basalt and ran off in sheets, finding the lowest ground by the same blind logic water has always followed, gathering itself into channels, and beginning, drop by drop, storm by storm, year upon uncounted year, the long labour of turning stone into shape. Where the rock resisted, the water found another way around it; where it did not resist, the water cut, and cut again, patient beyond any patience a living creature could sustain, until what had been an undifferentiated dome of cooling lava began, with a slowness that made a mockery of any human idea of change, to acquire valleys, and ridges, and the first beginnings of a form that could be read, by anyone who might one day come to read such things, as a mountain rather than merely a heap of accumulated stone.

The volcano itself did not fall silent at once. For a great while longer it went on adding to itself in fits and starts, a fresh flow here, a new cone there, building upon what the rain was already patiently taking apart, so that creation and erosion laboured upon the same rock in the same age, one hand raising what the other, with equal patience, unmade. This is how every mountain that has ever stood is made, though no mountain remembers the making, and no mountain is ever asked, by the creatures who later climb it, whether it minds the slow argument that shaped it.

Streams became rivers where enough water gathered in one low place to keep flowing even through the dry months, and rivers, over spans of time longer than any single storm or any single human year yet dared to imagine, cut down through layers of lava that had cooled at different times and to different hardness, so that where a softer layer lay beneath a harder one, the softer rock wore away first and left the harder rock standing proud above it, until at last a lip of stone hung out over open air and the water that had once merely flowed now fell, and falling, cut a deep round pool at the base of its own descent, and became, without anyone’s design or intention, a waterfall — the first of the many the island would come to possess, though there was nothing yet to call any of them beautiful, and nothing yet to stand at their base and feel, as later creatures would feel, humbled before them.

The basalt itself, exposed so long to sun and rain and the slow invisible chemistry of weather, began at last to crumble. Stone does not crumble in a season; it crumbles across an age; but an age was precisely what the island had to spend, and spend it did, grinding its own bones down into something finer, something capable of holding water instead of merely shedding it, something in which, eventually, the first thin thread of root might discover purchase. This was soil, though it did not yet deserve so rich a name — at first it was barely more than broken rock and the ash of old eruptions, laced through with whatever organic matter the sea itself chose to wash ashore and leave to rot upon the black stones. But it was a beginning, and every forest that would ever grow upon that island, and every field that would ever be tilled into rows upon it, and every grave that would ever be dug into it by hands not yet imagined, owed its first and only existence to this slow, unwitnessed grinding of stone into ground.

Around the shore, meanwhile, another and gentler kind of building had quietly begun. Where the water lay warm and shallow and clear enough for light to reach the bottom, small creatures — simpler by far than anything that would one day come to walk upon the land rising above them — began laying down their own skeletons of lime, generation upon patient generation, each new colony building upon the calcified dead of the last, until a reef began to rise in a broad ring some distance from the island’s black and forbidding shore, as if the sea itself, having watched the volcano raise one kind of coastline, had decided to raise a second, gentler one of its own to complement it. Waves that had once struck the island’s naked rock directly now broke first upon this slowly rising reef, and lost much of their violence there, and arrived at the true shore gentled and spent, so that behind the reef the water lay calmer by far than the open ocean beyond it — calm enough, in time, for something softer than basalt to begin accumulating along the shoreline: grains of coral and shell, ground fine by the very waves the reef had tamed, drifting in on slow currents and settling, white and clean, into the island’s first true beaches.

None of this happened quickly. None of this happened, by any measure a human mind would one day find comfortable to hold, at all — it happened across a span of time in which a thousand human lifetimes, laid patiently end to end, would scarcely have marked the making of a single grain of the sand that was, even then, being made.

❦

Life, when it came, did not walk to the island, for nothing could walk to it across so wide and so empty an ocean. It came, instead, on the wind, and on the sea, and folded within the bodies of creatures who had never intended to come at all.

A cyclone, spinning up out of warm water far to the north-east, might tear a branch from a tree on some distant continental coast and carry it, together with the seeds still clinging stubbornly to its bark, for hundreds of miles before exhaustion and the plain pull of gravity brought it down at last into the open sea, where currents that flowed always in the same patient and unhurried directions might carry it further still, weeks upon weeks, until at last, salt-soaked and battered nearly beyond recognition, it washed against the new island’s black rocks and lodged there in some crack the rain had already begun to widen, and a single seed within it, more stubborn or simply more fortunate than its fellows, found enough shelter to swell, and split, and send down into that thin, ash-laden soil the very first root the island had ever known.

Spores travelled even more easily than seeds, riding upon air currents too fine for any storm to be credited with them, settling wherever damp rock offered even the barest purchase, and beginning, in the space that lay between naked stone and true soil, the long grey-green work of moss and lichen, which asks almost nothing of a place and gives back, over centuries, almost everything a place could need — a first skin of living matter across which small crawling things might one day move without fear of being scorched upon the naked stone beneath.

Insects arrived on the wind much as spores did, though many were lost for every one that survived so long and hazardous a crossing; birds came both on the wind and by their own considerable strength, blown far from courses they had never meant to fly and never would have chosen, discovering, exhausted and half-drowned, an island where none of their kind had ever before set a wing down, and finding there neither predator nor rival, only silence, and space, and — should they choose, in their exhaustion, to remain rather than to attempt the return crossing that had so nearly killed them — no reason at all ever to leave. Fruit bats came in much the same manner, driven from some more crowded and contested coast by storm or by simple hunger, and found upon the young island’s first fruiting trees a table set, quite by accident, for creatures no one had ever expected to dine there. Some of what arrived did not survive its first season upon so strange a shore. Some arrived and found no mate among the wreckage the same storm had scattered, and its lineage ended with it, alone, upon a coast it could never leave and had never chosen. But enough arrived, and enough survived, and enough of what survived found, by whatever slim chance the ocean allowed, another of its own kind already waiting there, that the island began, with the same unhurried patience it had already shown in raising its own mountains from nothing, to dress itself, valley by valley, in green.

The forests that resulted were unlike anything that grew upon any continent, for continents share their plants and their animals back and forth along ancient corridors of connected land, borrowing and lending across ages without much cost to either side, while an island reached only by wind and wave and blind chance keeps whatever arrives and shapes it, generation upon isolated generation, into forms found nowhere else upon the whole turning earth. Ebony trees rose black and achingly slow-growing in the deeper, cooler valleys, taking a hundred years to thicken by no more than the width of a man’s hand, should any man ever come to measure so patient a growth. Palms spread their fronds along the exposed coast, where salt-laden air killed outright whatever could not tolerate it and rewarded, with space and light and an absence of competition, whatever could. And beneath the gathering canopy, in a soil now rich enough at last to be called soil in honest truth, seedlings competed for the thin light that fell between the leaves above them in the manner that all green and growing things have always competed, in perfect silence, without malice, and without any foreseeable end.

❦

There came, in time — and it is neither possible nor honest to say precisely when, for such changes arrive the way the tide arrives, not upon any single marked day but across ten thousand unremarkable days that only gradually accumulate into a difference too great to any longer be denied — a season in which the island reached something that might fairly be called balance: not stillness, for nothing living is ever truly still, but a kind of equilibrium in which every creature had found its own particular place and every place, in turn, had found its own particular creature, and nothing so overran its neighbours that the whole intricate arrangement could not continue turning, year upon uneventful year, largely and gratefully unchanged.

In the clearings where old giants had at last fallen and let the sun back down onto the forest floor, a bird had come to live that existed nowhere else the wind had ever carried a wing across so wide a sea. It was large, and slow, and it had lost, across the many patient generations since its ancestors first blundered ashore from some long-forgotten, storm-wrecked crossing, the need for flight entirely; for what predator was there upon this island to flee from, and what earthly use is a wing to a creature that need never, in its whole life, run from anything at all? It grew heavy, and placid, and entirely unafraid, as a creature will always grow unafraid in a place where fear has never once, in all its generations, proved useful, and it walked the forest floor on legs that had forgotten, if indeed they had ever known, what danger even felt like.

Tortoises, too, had found their patient way to this shore in the slow, sealed bodies the sea itself might almost have designed for exactly such a crossing — for a tortoise, closed within its own shell, can drift upon the open ocean for months at a stretch and step ashore at the end of so long a voyage no worse for it than if it had merely slept through an unusually long afternoon — and having arrived, and having found in the fallen fruit and low green growth of the forest floor everything a tortoise could ever reasonably require, they multiplied, and grew larger with each unhurried generation in the particular way that creatures marooned upon islands, freed at last from the predators that would have kept them modest in size elsewhere, so very often do, until true giants moved without any hurry at all along paths worn smooth by the passage of their own great-grandparents — paths that would still be found, cut faintly into the patient earth, centuries after the very last of them had gone from the world entirely.

Parakeets the exact green of new leaves flashed between the branches, calling to one another in voices that had answered no other voice for longer than any single bird among them could possibly have remembered, and fruit bats hung by day in the deep, cool shade of the ebony groves and rose at dusk in a slow dark tide to feed upon blossom and fruit the forest offered without ever once asking anything at all in return. Nothing here had ever needed to be swift, or cunning, or cruel, for nothing here had ever once been hunted, and a visitor arriving from some more contested and blood-marked corner of the world — though no such visitor yet existed to arrive, nor would for a great while longer — might have wept, or at the very least ought to have wept, at the mere sight of so much life that had never once, in its whole long history, needed to learn what it meant to be afraid.

It could not last. Nothing that reaches such perfection through isolation alone can ever last, for isolation itself is only ever a pause and never a permanence, however long that pause might stretch; and even as the great flightless bird walked its unhurried paths and the tortoise wore its ancient tracks smoother still, the very conditions that had made such rare and complete gentleness possible were themselves already, quietly, invisibly, and without any warning the island could have read, beginning to change.

❦

The island had, by now, a heartbeat entirely its own, and it is worth pausing here, before the wider world came to disturb it, to listen to that heartbeat closely.

The day began, as every day upon that island would always begin from the first morning of its emergence to the last, with a light that arrived not gradually, as in the grey and hesitant latitudes far to the north and south, but almost at once, the sun lifting clear of the sea’s edge and striking the eastern slopes while the western valleys still lay folded in cool blue shadow, and with the light came a warmth that settled over the whole waking forest like a broad hand laid flat and gentle upon the back of some vast sleeping animal. Birds that had roosted silently through the dark hours woke together into sound, a great rising chorus that meant nothing more nor less than that the day, once again, unremarkably, had come. By midday the heat lay heavy and moist beneath the closed canopy, and in the particular stillness of early afternoon, clouds that had gathered unnoticed over the high central peaks let fall a rain so sudden and so warm that it seemed less an interruption of the day than a second, wetter version of the same day, and the forest, which had waited for this rain in a manner that had nothing at all to do with memory and everything to do with the deep, blind chemistry of roots and leaves, drank it gratefully and shone.

Evening came the way morning had, quickly, the light draining wholesale from the western sky in the space of what a much later people would learn to measure and call an hour, and with the dark came a different chorus entirely — insects, now, and the calls of creatures that hunted, if hunted is even the right word for creatures who sought only fruit and leaf and never once another living thing — until the island slept, or did whatever it is an island does that most nearly resembles sleep, beneath a sky unclouded by any smoke and unlit by any lamp, in which more stars showed themselves, clear and cold and countless, than any watching human eye would ever again be able to properly count once other, nearer lights had been invented by other lands to compete with them.

The seasons turned upon a rhythm larger than any single day but no less certain for its size: months in which the rain fell soft and frequent, swelling every river and drawing every green thing upward in a headlong rush of growth; months in which the rain withdrew almost entirely and the forest floor grew dry and brittle underfoot and the giant tortoises moved more slowly still, conserving with evident care what moisture their great bodies had managed to store against the season’s want. And within the wet months there arrived, in some years and conspicuously not in others, in a pattern too large and too irregular for any single generation of the island’s own creatures to have properly learned it, the cyclones — vast turning storms born far out over warmer water to the north, gathering strength as they travelled, until they struck the island’s shores with a violence that flattened whole stretches of forest at a stroke and gouged fresh courses for the startled rivers and, in the span of a single terrible night, undid the patient work of a full decade. And yet the forest always returned. Seeds that had lain waiting, buried and dormant in the soil, for precisely such a clearing sprang eagerly up where old giants had at last been thrown down; the tortoises, who could outlive any single storm many times over in the ordinary course of their long lives, simply waited it out beneath whatever shelter offered itself and resumed their ancient paths once the wind had finally passed on. Destruction and renewal were, upon this island as upon every island the patient sea has ever troubled itself to raise, not opposites at all but quiet partners, each one making room for the other in its turn, and the forest that stood a hundred years after any single storm was, in every sense that truly mattered, the very same forest, simply made anew.

❦

Far beyond the reach of any wind that ever once touched this shore — across an ocean so vast that even the greatest of its storms crossed only a modest fraction of it before spending their fury — other, quite different things were happening, of which the island knew, and by its very nature could know, absolutely nothing at all.

Along the eastern coast of a great continent, where a wide river met the sea in a delta of soft mud and tangled mangrove, dark-skinned people had already been building, and burning, and trading for longer than their own memory or their own songs could hold, and their boats, at first no more than hollowed logs steadied with an outrigger of lashed wood, had grown by slow and patient degrees into vessels capable of following a coastline for many days at a stretch without once losing sight of land. Further north, along a coast of pale stone and blue, jewel-clear water, other people had learned to read the wheeling stars with such precision that they could leave the sight of land entirely behind them and trust the turning sky alone to bring them safely home again across open water. To the east, across a warm and often gentle sea studded with a thousand small kingdoms, sailors had begun to build outrigger canoes capable of carrying whole families, and their livestock, and the very seeds of their own crops, across distances that would have seemed, to any single generation before them, entirely and laughably impossible, and had begun, island by scattered island, to fill an ocean that had until then belonged to no one at all but the fish and the circling birds. And in a vast and ancient empire further east again, whose rivers were older by far than most of the mountains this young volcanic island had only recently finished the slow labour of raising, officials in silk robes were carefully recording, upon scrolls that would themselves go on to outlast whole empires, the comings and goings of ships that carried porcelain and silk to ports whose very existence the island’s own quiet forests could not, in their solitude, have begun to imagine.

None of these industrious people knew of the island, not even as a rumour, not even as a sailor’s tall tale told over a fire on some distant shore. None of their maps, however carefully and lovingly drawn by hands that took a lifetime’s pride in the work, showed so much as a whisper of it, for it lay far out across a stretch of open ocean that none of them had yet found sufficient reason, or sufficient means, to cross entirely. And yet each of these separate, wholly unconnected labours — the patient building of boats, the careful reading of stars, the slow and steady expansion of trade along coasts that grew, decade upon decade, more thickly crowded with sail — was, without any single one of the people performing it ever once intending or imagining it, drawing a net slowly and inexorably closed around a corner of the sea that had, until that very age, belonged to absolutely no one at all.

The island did not know this, and could not have known it, possessing no eye turned outward across the water and no memory of anywhere at all beyond its own encircling reef. It went on raising its mountains, a little more slowly now that the great volcanic fires beneath it had at long last begun, after so many patient ages, to fail and to fall quiet. It went on dressing its own hidden valleys in ebony and its sunlit clearings in wandering, unhurried tortoises. It went on turning through its endless days of sudden warm light and its nights of unbroken, uncounted stars, entirely and blissfully unaware that far over the curve of the earth, in a hundred different tongues spoken in a hundred different ports it would never see and never imagine, men were slowly, and often painfully, learning the very arts that would one day, with absolute certainty, bring a stranger’s sail at last to its own untroubled horizon.

❦

By the time that sail came, the island had been waiting — though waiting is far too active and too knowing a word for a patience it did not itself know it kept — for longer than any measure of years could comfortably express to any mind not itself made of stone and slow water.

The forests stood exactly as they had stood for centuries beyond counting, ebony grown thick and achingly slow in the deep, cool valleys, palms bending along a shore that the reef still gentled precisely as it had gentled it since the reef itself was young. The great flightless bird still walked its unhurried paths through clearings where sunlight fell in shifting patches upon a floor thick with fallen fruit, entirely and permanently without fear, for nothing had ever once taught it fear and nothing, in the whole long and gentle history of its existence, had ever once required it to learn. The tortoises still moved along tracks worn so deep and so smooth by so very many generations of their own great-grandparents that the paths themselves had become, in the truest sense, a kind of memory written patiently into the living earth. The rivers still ran clear and cold from the high central peaks down through valleys the rain had spent an age in cutting, and still emptied, as they always had, into a lagoon so calm behind its protecting ring of coral that a man — had there yet been any man at all to see it — might almost have mistaken it for a still inland lake, but for the unmistakable taste of salt upon his lips.

Everything stood ready, though nothing had ever asked for such readiness, and nothing at all knew that it was, in truth, being watched for.

And then, one morning that differed from ten thousand other identical mornings in no single way that the island itself could ever have marked or measured — the same swift light climbing the eastern slopes as always, the same rising chorus of waking birds, the same warm and moist stillness settling by midday over the green and folded valleys — there appeared, far out upon the eastern horizon, in a place where sea and sky had always before met in one single unbroken line, a single small mark of white.

It was too far off, at first, to be named as anything at all. It did not move as a cloud moves, drifting and dissolving, nor as a bird moves, purposeful and swift; it did not behave as anything the island’s own long-settled creatures had ever before had the smallest cause to notice moving upon their calm and empty water. It simply held its place, low against the horizon, a single small pale triangle, growing by degrees far too slow for any watching eye upon that shore to have properly caught the growing — and behind it, though nothing at all upon the island could yet begin to understand this, there travelled not merely a ship of timber and rope and salt-stained canvas, but everything that a ship of that particular and hungry age necessarily carried coiled within it: an idea of ownership that had never once, in all its long history, so much as brushed against this shore; a hunger for timber, and for fresh water, and for meat, that the forest had never once had the smallest reason to fear or to prepare against; and, folded invisibly within the dark hulls of the vessels that would follow this first one across the difficult years still to come, diseases, and appetites, and ambitions of every conceivable kind, that no tortoise, however ancient and unbroken its lineage, and no great flightless bird, however untroubled its long centuries of perfect peace, had ever once been shaped by its own patient evolution to survive.

The island had never known its own name. By the time the stranger’s sail reached the reef, that innocence was already passing, quietly and without ceremony, into history.
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The First Shadows on the Horizon

By the time the island had settled into the long, unhurried balance that would hold it for centuries, the sea beyond its reef was no longer the empty thing it had been when the first black cone broke the surface of the water. Far to the north and west, across a stretch of ocean the island itself had no way of measuring, other men had already begun to treat that same sea not as a barrier but as a road.

The monsoon made this possible, and had made it possible for longer than any single family of sailors could remember teaching it to their sons. For half the year a wind blew steadily from the north-east, filling a sail and carrying a ship south and west across open water with a reliability that no oar and no rower could ever have matched; and for the other half, as if the sky itself understood the needs of trade, the wind reversed, and blew from the south-west, and carried the same ships home again. A merchant who understood this rhythm did not fear the ocean. He simply waited for it to turn in his favour, the way a farmer waits for a season, and then he sailed.

The men who understood it best came from the ports of Arabia and Persia, from Sofala and Kilwa on the African coast, from Cambay and Calicut on the shores of India, and they had built, across generations, a world that had almost nothing to do with any king or empire and almost everything to do with cinnamon, and ivory, and cloth, and gold, and the particular knowledge — passed from a father to a son standing beside him at the steering oar, never written down because it had no need to be — of exactly when the sky would turn.

A dhow bound south from the Persian Gulf in the season of the north-east wind carried little that would have surprised a merchant of any age: dates, and pearls, and fine cloth, and iron tools, packed low in a hull stitched together with cord rather than nailed, for a stitched hull could flex against a reef that would shatter a rigid one, and the men who built such ships had learned that lesson the hard way, long before any of them had been born. The helmsman stood at the stern with one hand upon the great steering oar and his eyes not upon the water immediately before him but upon the sky, where a pattern of stars he had known since boyhood wheeled slowly overhead as the night advanced, telling him, as surely as any instrument a later age would invent, which way was south, and how far south, and how long until the coast he sought would rise out of the sea to meet him.

He read the swell beneath the hull as another man might read a face, feeling in the particular rhythm of the waves — their height, their spacing, the angle at which they struck the bow — information about currents and distant coastlines that no chart of his time could have shown him, because no chart of his time had ever been asked to show so much. He watched the birds, too, for a bird flying purposefully in one direction near dusk was a bird returning to land, and its direction was worth more, some nights, than a week of guesswork. Between the stars, and the swell, and the birds, and a memory built up across a lifetime of these same crossings, he needed nothing else, and he trusted nothing else, and in this he was not unusual. He was simply good at his trade, in an ocean full of men who were good at theirs.

One night, well past the turning of the year, with the ship running easily before a wind that asked little of the crew but patience, a younger sailor — new enough to the crossing that he still found the emptiness of open water unsettling after dark — asked the helmsman whether there was land to the south of any of the coasts they knew, land that no one yet traded with. The helmsman considered the question with the same unhurried care he gave to the stars. There were stories, he admitted. Sailors from Sofala spoke, now and then, of islands far out past the usual routes, glimpsed once by some storm-blown crew and never confirmed by any other, islands with no name and no port and, so far as anyone could say, no people. Some said there were several such islands. Some said only one. None of the men who told these stories had ever gone to look, because looking cost time, and time, on that ocean, was measured in cargo not yet sold and monsoons not yet caught, and no dhow captain risked missing a wind he understood for an island he did not.

The younger sailor asked whether the captain might, one voyage, be persuaded to turn and find out. The helmsman only smiled, the smile of a man who had heard the same eager question many times across many years from many young sailors, and said that the sea rewarded those who understood it, not those who wandered off to satisfy their own curiosity, and that whatever lay to the south would still be there, unclaimed, waiting, long after both of them were dead. It was not unkindness. It was simply the settled wisdom of a trade that had learned, across centuries, exactly how far its ambitions needed to reach, and no further. There was cargo below that would not sell itself, and a monsoon behind them that would not wait upon a young man’s curiosity, however genuine, and the helmsman had long ago made his peace with the difference between a rumour worth telling and a rumour worth chasing.

❦

Mauritius, meanwhile, knew nothing of dhows, or monsoons, or the patient debates of sailors who would never come near enough to see its shore.

The seasons continued to turn precisely as they always had. The wet months swelled the rivers and drew the forest upward in its familiar green rush; the dry months slowed the tortoises and drew the canopy in tight against the sun; and in certain years, unpredictable to any creature that lived within them, the cyclones still came, tearing branches from the oldest ebony and gouging new channels for water that had, until that single violent night, flowed elsewhere for a hundred years. The forest, as it always had, simply grew back, thicker in places for the clearing, and the tortoises resumed their ancient paths, and the reef, indifferent to the passage of centuries in the way that only something built by ten thousand generations of small and patient creatures can be indifferent, continued its own slow accumulation, coral upon coral, exactly as it had continued it before any dhow had ever caught a monsoon.

Twice in the span of three or four hundred years — though there was no one upon the island to count so long a span, and no reason for anyone to have counted it — a sail did appear upon the horizon, far off, small, and never near enough to trouble the reef. Once it was a dhow blown badly off its intended course by a storm the helmsman had misjudged, running before a wind he no longer entirely controlled, its crew far more concerned with surviving the night than with investigating whatever low green shape might or might not lie beyond the rain to the south. Once it was simply a shape glimpsed by a lookout on some ordinary crossing, reported to a captain who noted it without particular interest and sailed on, because there was nothing in his cargo, and nothing in his orders, that had any use for an island no one had asked him to find. Each time, the sail slipped past and vanished again into the empty distance, and each time, whatever birds had lifted briefly from the canopy at the strange sight settled back onto their usual branches, and the dodo continued walking its unhurried path across an untouched beach, and the island, once again, was alone.

This was not misfortune. This was the island’s whole and entire fortune, though nothing upon it could have understood the word. It survived, in the perfect and untroubled state that Chapter One had shown, precisely because nothing beyond its reef had yet found a reason to want it. The world was busy elsewhere, trading dates for pearls and cinnamon for gold, and an island with no port, no known resource, and no people to trade with held no claim on the attention of men whose ships existed to make a profit and return home before the wind reversed. Paradise, it turned out, was not preserved by any particular virtue in the island itself. It was preserved by an absence of appetite in everyone who might otherwise have come to take it.

The tortoises did not know this, of course, any more than they knew of monsoons or cargo or the particular arithmetic of a merchant’s season. They knew only sun, and rain, and the low sweet fruit that fell within reach of an unhurried neck, and they went on living the whole of their long, slow lives within a radius of forest that a strong man could have crossed on foot in a single day, generation succeeding generation upon paths worn no deeper and no shallower than they had been a hundred years before. The reef, likewise, knew nothing of the dhows that occasionally slipped past far beyond it; it simply went on building itself, polyp upon polyp, at a rate too slow for any single tortoise to have noticed across its own considerable lifetime, indifferent to the handful of centuries that had, elsewhere, seen empires rise from nothing and just as readily fall back into the dust from which they had come.

A flock of dodos crossed the open sand of the eastern beach one still morning much like any other, unhurried, pecking now and then at something the last tide had left behind, and far out past the reef, barely a mark against the paler sky, a single sail moved along the horizon without altering its course by so much as a point. Neither the birds nor the ship took the least notice of the other. The sail dwindled through the morning and was gone by afternoon, and the dodos, by then, had wandered on to another stretch of the same unclaimed shore, exactly as they would wander the next morning, and the morning after that, for as long as the world beyond the reef continued to find better uses for its ships than curiosity.

❦

In a workshop in a coastal city on the shores of the Arabian Sea, an old cartographer bent over a sheet of prepared skin stretched flat upon his table, copying, as he had copied a hundred times before, the coastline of a chart made by a man two generations dead. His hand was steady from long practice, his ink freshly ground, and beside him stood his apprentice, a boy of perhaps sixteen whose task that morning was only to watch, and to learn, and to ask no more questions than the old man’s patience could bear.

The coastlines the cartographer copied were, for the most part, well established — the great sweep of the African shore, the ports of the Arabian coast, the long coastline of India curving away toward lands further east that fewer men had visited and fewer still had mapped with any confidence. But in the empty blue space south and east of the African coast, where the old chart he copied from showed nothing at all but open water, someone — perhaps the man two generations dead, perhaps some sailor whose report had reached him and been judged worth the risk of recording — had once drawn a single small shape, unlabelled, its coastline no more than a guess rendered in careful ink, floating alone in a sea that no established route crossed.

The apprentice, unable to contain himself, asked what the shape represented. The old cartographer considered the question for a long moment before answering, in the manner of a man who has learned that a map is never merely a drawing but always also a claim, and a claim ought not to be made carelessly. He said that sailors spoke, from time to time, of islands far to the south-east, glimpsed and never confirmed, and that the man who had first drawn this shape had presumably believed the report worth preserving, even without proof, because a map that recorded only what was certain would leave out most of what the sea actually contained.

He added, as he continued his careful copying, that a chart was never finished, not truly, not by any hand, because the sea always held more than any single voyage could report, and that this shape — this small, unlabelled, unconfirmed possibility — might one day be proven true, or might be quietly dropped from the next copy made by some more cautious hand, and either fate was equally possible until someone actually sailed far enough to settle the question. He dipped his pen again and drew the shape exactly as he had found it, no larger and no smaller, adding nothing of his own invention to a rumour that was not his to embellish.

The apprentice asked whether his master believed the island was real. The old man considered this too, in the same unhurried way, and said that belief was not really his business; his business was faithful copying, and the honest preservation of what better and worse informed men before him had thought worth setting down. If the island proved false, some later hand would erase it. If it proved true, some later hand would give it a name, and a coastline drawn from an actual voyage rather than a rumour twice removed. Either way, the shape would serve its purpose in the meantime, which was simply to remind any captain who studied this chart that the sea held more than the routes he was accustomed to sailing.

The apprentice looked at the small shape for a long while after the old man had moved his pen elsewhere, and felt, without being able to name the feeling, the particular pull of a thing that existed only as a rumour, an island held between the certainty of ink and the uncertainty of the sea it was meant to represent. He asked, before the old man could set him to some more useful task, whether any ship from their own city had ever gone looking for it. The cartographer shook his head slowly. Ships from this port sailed to Sofala for gold, and to Cambay for cloth, and to Calicut for spice, and every one of those voyages was accounted for before it left harbour, its profit weighed against its risk by men who had no patience for uncertain detours. An island that offered no cargo and no port was not a voyage; it was merely a curiosity, and curiosities, the old man said, were for men with a king’s treasury behind them, not for merchants who answered to their own ledgers.

Neither the old man nor his apprentice would ever sail far enough to learn the truth of it. But the shape remained on the chart, copied faithfully from one sheet of skin to the next, waiting, as the island itself was waiting, for someone else’s ship to close the distance between rumour and fact. By evening the ink had dried, indistinguishable on the finished chart from every coastline the cartographer had drawn with rather more confidence, and the sheet was rolled and set aside among a dozen others awaiting a merchant’s inspection, one small unproven shape among a great many certainties, waiting for whichever came first: confirmation, or the quiet erasure of the next careful hand.

❦

Far to the west, in a city built along the northern bank of a wide river, a very different kind of ambition was gathering.

Along the docks of Lisbon, where the Tagus opened toward the Atlantic, new ships were taking shape under the hands of shipwrights who had spent the better part of a lifetime learning how to build a hull capable of surviving an ocean far rougher than any the Mediterranean had ever demanded of their forebears. These were not the light, stitched vessels of the Indian Ocean trade, built to flex against a reef and to carry cargo across a sea whose winds a man could predict a year in advance. These were heavier ships, built of oak and iron nail, designed for a coast that offered no monsoon to rely upon and no certainty at all beyond the next headland, because the whole purpose of building them was to sail further down the coast of a continent that no chart in Lisbon could yet describe with any confidence past its most recent point of contact.

The kingdom’s ambitions were, in their essentials, simple enough for any sailor on the docks to understand without needing a scholar to explain them. The trade in spices and silk that reached Europe overland passed through so many hands, and so many tolls, and so many middlemen in cities the Portuguese crown had no influence over, that whatever profit remained by the time such goods reached Lisbon had been thinned almost to nothing. If a ship could instead sail around the whole of Africa and reach the source of those spices directly, by sea, then every one of those tolls and every one of those middlemen could simply be removed from the account, and the crown that first managed it stood to become extraordinarily rich. It was, in this sense, no different from the ambition of any merchant who has ever looked at a long chain of hands between himself and a product and wondered how many of those hands might be cut out.

Among the men gathered near the shipwrights’ yards one grey morning, watching a newly finished carrack being eased down into the water for the first time, was a sailor barely out of boyhood who had volunteered, against his mother’s wishes and with his father’s reluctant blessing, for a voyage that would carry him further down the African coast than any expedition he had yet served on. His father had sailed as far as the trading post at Arguin and no further, and had come home with enough silver to buy a small house near the river, and had told his son, more than once and with no great enthusiasm for the telling, that the coast beyond Arguin was a place where a man’s fortune and his life were weighed on the very same uncertain scale.

The boy knew, as every sailor on that dock knew, that each voyage now reached a little further than the one before it, that the coastline that had seemed the very edge of the known world to his grandfather’s generation was, to his own, merely a waypoint to be passed and left behind. He had heard talk, standing among older hands who spoke of it the way men speak of a distant relative’s inheritance, that the current expeditions were pressing steadily further south past capes no chart yet named with any settled agreement, and that some captains now spoke openly of what might lie beyond the whole continent entirely, should a ship only find the courage and the provisions to keep going once the coast itself finally ran out.

He did not know, because no one on that dock knew, and no one in Lisbon had ever heard the word, that somewhere far beyond the southern tip of the continent his ships were slowly working their way around, in an ocean that Arab and Persian and Indian sailors had been quietly mastering for centuries, there existed an island that not one soul in this whole ambitious kingdom had ever once imagined might exist. The charts pinned to the walls of the shipwrights’ offices showed the African coast in ever finer and more confident detail with each passing year, a slow accumulation of headlands and river mouths reported by one captain and confirmed by the next, but they showed nothing at all beyond the coast itself, no hint of any island lying out in the open ocean to the east, because no expedition yet funded by the crown had any reason to sail so far from land in search of nothing a merchant could yet name.

The carrack slid into the Tagus to the ringing of church bells from a dozen towers across the city, and the crowd along the docks cheered in the way that crowds have always cheered a new ship, without any of them knowing which coast, or which ocean, or which unnamed and untouched shore that ship or one very like it might eventually reach. The young sailor cheered with them, and felt, for a moment, the particular vertigo of standing at the very beginning of something whose end no one alive could yet describe.

❦

Some years later, a Portuguese fleet, having rounded the southern tip of Africa in the manner that had by now become almost routine for the crews who undertook it, ran on into the wide reach of the Indian Ocean, following a course set to carry them toward the trading coasts that Arab and Persian sailors had known for centuries and that Portugal now intended, by whatever means proved necessary, to enter as well.

On a morning some weeks into that crossing, a sailor on watch called down that birds had appeared — not the open-ocean birds that a crew grew used to seeing at any distance from land, but birds of a kind that seemed, to the more experienced hands aboard, to belong closer to shore than any coast their own charts showed nearby. Not long after, the ship’s boys reported floating vegetation drifting past the hull, branches and leaves of a kind none of the officers could name with any confidence, carried, presumably, from some coast the fleet’s charts did not record.

A debate broke out among the officers standing at the rail, quiet at first and then more insistent, over what these signs might mean. Some argued that land, unknown and unmarked, must lie somewhere reasonably near, perhaps only a day’s sailing to the south, and that a fleet in service of a crown whose entire enterprise was built upon discovering exactly such unknown coasts ought, surely, to investigate. One officer, a younger man newly promoted and eager to distinguish himself, pressed the point rather more forcefully than his rank strictly allowed, arguing that a captain who let such a sign pass unexamined might one day answer for it before a crown that valued discovery above nearly everything else a fleet could bring home.

Others argued the opposite with equal conviction. Birds and driftwood proved nothing certain, they said; the ocean was full of such signs that led nowhere in particular, carried by currents from coasts a hundred miles distant or more, and a fleet with cargo to collect and a monsoon of its own to catch could not afford to spend days chasing every unexplained branch that floated past the hull. The older pilot among them, who had made this crossing twice before and lost a full week once already to a similar rumour that had come to nothing but a barren spit of rock and disappointed hopes, said plainly that he had learned not to trust his own eagerness in such matters, and counselled the captain to hold his course. A man could spend his whole career, he said, chasing every bird that seemed to be flying somewhere in particular, and arrive nowhere himself for all his trouble.

The captain, who bore the responsibility for whichever choice was made, listened to both arguments with the particular patience of a man who had heard such disputes before and would hear them again, and weighed, as every captain on that ocean eventually had to weigh, the value of an unconfirmed possibility against the certain cost of the time required to confirm it. He asked the younger officer plainly what he proposed to do if a full day’s detour found nothing but more empty water, and received no answer that satisfied him. Discovery, the captain reminded them both, was a fine thing to report to the crown, but a fleet that arrived late and half-provisioned at its intended port reported rather less well, whatever unnamed shore it might have glimpsed along the way. He decided, in the end, against the detour. There was cargo waiting at ports his employers expected him to reach on schedule, and a season’s profit riding on his promptness, and an unnamed shape of land that might or might not exist somewhere south of his current course was not, when set against those certainties, worth the delay.

The fleet held its heading and sailed on, and within a day the birds had thinned and the floating branches had stopped appearing, and the matter was set aside and, before long, forgotten by everyone aboard except one young sailor who remained convinced, for years afterward, that he had glimpsed the faint blue shape of mountains low against the southern horizon on the morning the debate was held, though no one else aboard had seen them, and no captain’s log ever recorded them, and the fleet, by evening, was already many miles further on its way toward a coast that did have a name, and a port, and cargo waiting to be loaded. He told the story, in later years, to anyone who would listen, and was met, more often than not, with the particular indulgence sailors reserve for a shipmate’s favourite tale, half believed and never quite disputed.

❦

In the years that followed, the voyages grew steadily more confident. Charts improved with every crossing, as pilots who had survived one voyage carried back corrections and additions that made the next crossing safer than the last; captains who had once treated the whole Indian Ocean as a single vast unknown now spoke of its currents and its seasons with something approaching the same easy familiarity that Arab helmsmen had possessed for generations before them. References to islands beyond the established routes grew more frequent in the reports carried home to Lisbon, no longer dismissed quite so readily as mere sailors’ talk, for enough ships had now made enough crossings that the same rumours, told independently by different crews who had never spoken to one another, began to accumulate a certain unwelcome credibility.

A pilot who had sailed the eastern crossing three times running remarked, in a report submitted to his superiors on his return, that he had now heard the same account of birds and drifting vegetation from two other captains who could not have compared notes beforehand, having sailed different routes in different seasons, and that a coincidence repeated so often began, in his professional judgement, to look rather less like coincidence. His superiors noted the remark and filed it alongside a dozen similar reports, none conclusive on its own, all pointing, with a persistence that was becoming difficult to dismiss, toward the same general stretch of empty ocean. A clerk tasked with collating such reports for the crown’s own records began, without any particular instruction to do so, keeping a separate note of every mention of unexplained land in these southern waters, and found, by the year’s end, that the note had grown a good deal longer than he had expected when he first thought to begin it.

Mauritius itself remained precisely as it had always been through this gathering acceleration, entirely unaware that the pace of ships approaching its ocean, if not yet its shore, had quickened beyond anything the previous several centuries had produced. The forests grew, the tortoises multiplied, the reef continued its patient accumulation, and the seasons turned as they always had, wet into dry into wet again, untouched by the fact that somewhere beyond the horizon, men who had never heard its name were closing the distance between rumour and discovery a little further with every voyage they completed and survived.

On a morning in the first years of the new century’s sixth decade — though there was no one upon the island to number the years in this way, and no one who would ever agree entirely on which particular year deserved the honour of being first — a ship working its way through waters that Portuguese pilots had only recently begun to chart with any confidence caught, in the last grey light before full dawn, the sight of a peak far to the south catching the sun’s first rays while the sea beneath it still lay wrapped in mist. The mountain seemed, for a moment, to hang unsupported above the water, its base invisible, its summit burning gold against a sky still holding onto the last of the night.

No order was given that morning to alter course toward it, for the fleet’s business lay elsewhere and the sighting was recorded, if it was recorded at all, as one more uncertain shape among the many such shapes that sailors on that ocean had learned, over the years, to note and then set aside. The officer on watch mentioned it to the captain over the morning meal, more as an item of passing interest than as anything requiring a decision, and the captain, who had heard a dozen such mentions across his own years at sea, asked only whether it lay near enough to trouble their course, and being told it did not, gave the matter no further thought.

But the peak did not vanish as birds and driftwood so often did. It remained, morning after morning on charts that would in time be refined, a persistent rumour that would not quite dissolve, a shape that other ships, on other crossings, would report again, and again, until the accumulated weight of so many separate sightings made the old uncertainty impossible, at last, to sustain. Each report alone had been easy enough to set aside. Together, filed one upon another in the offices of men who kept such records for exactly this purpose, they had begun to form something that could no longer honestly be called a rumour at all.

❦

The landing, when it finally came, was neither ceremony nor conquest. It was, in every particular that mattered, simply an errand.

A ship following the established route toward the trading coasts, low on fresh water after weeks at sea, altered course toward a shape that lookouts had by now sighted often enough to trust, and found, as it drew near, a shore of black rock giving way, further in, to forest so dense and so green that men who had spent weeks staring at nothing but grey ocean found themselves, for a moment, simply staring. A landing party was put ashore in the ship’s boat, muskets carried more from habit than from any real expectation of danger, and waded onto sand still cool from the night before the sun had properly reached it.

What struck them first, by every account that would later be carried home, was the silence — not an empty silence, for the forest was full of birdsong and the particular hum of insects busy in the heat, but a silence in the sense that nothing about the place responded to their arrival with anything resembling alarm. A stream ran clear and cold down from wooded slopes not far inland, and the sailors sent to fill water barrels knelt at its edge and drank before filling a single cask, astonished at water that tasted of nothing at all but itself, untouched by the taste of a ship’s long-stored supply.

Close by, close enough that more than one sailor reached instinctively for a musket before realising there was no cause, a large grey-brown bird watched the men with an expression that held nothing recognisable as fear, only a kind of placid curiosity, as though the strange creatures wading ashore with barrels and ropes were simply one more unfamiliar thing to be observed rather than fled from. It did not run when a sailor approached it, nor when he crouched and extended a hand it showed no interest in accepting, and the men exchanged glances of the particular wonder that comes from encountering something that has, quite plainly, never once learned that men are dangerous. Further along the shore, where the forest thinned into low scrub before the beach, several enormous tortoises moved with unhurried indifference across ground worn smooth by tracks so old and so deep that even a sailor with no eye for such things could see they had not been made in any single season.

Barrels were filled, one after another, the men working in the unhurried rhythm of a task with no urgency behind it, pausing now and again simply to look about them at trees whose like none aboard had seen on any coast they had yet charted. Timber was noted, in a log kept by an officer who recorded such things as a matter of routine rather than any particular wonder, as being of a quality that might, one day, prove useful to ships passing this way in need of repair. A brief fire was lit on the beach to prepare a meal before the tide turned, and the smoke rose lazily into a sky already gathering the first grey clouds of an evening shower. No flag was raised. No claim was made beyond the modest, practical claim of a captain’s log noting fresh water, good timber, and an abundance of a large, flightless, remarkably tame bird that several of the men remarked, with the plain hunger of sailors long at sea on salted provisions, would make an easy and welcome meal should any ship ever have reason to stop here again. It was said lightly, over the fire, in the manner of men making conversation rather than policy, and none among them gave it much more thought than they gave to any other passing remark made at the end of a long day ashore. Yet it would be read, in time, by other men who had never knelt at that stream and never seen that bird’s calm, incurious eye, and to those later readers it would carry the weight not of a passing remark but of an instruction.

By the time the boat returned to the ship and the anchor was raised, the evening rain had already begun to fall, softening the last curl of smoke from the dying fire into nothing, and by full dark the ship itself had slipped beyond the reef and out of sight of any watching eye that might, had there been one, have marked its going.

The forest, within days, had closed back over the small clearing the fire had left. The dodo that had approached the sailors without fear returned, the following morning, to the same stretch of beach, and found nothing there to explain the strange encounter of the day before beyond a scattering of ash that the next rain would carry away entirely. A few footprints remained in the wet sand near the stream where barrels had been filled, the only mark of the whole encounter that survived the sailors’ own departure, and even these lasted no longer than the next tide, which rose, as it always had, and smoothed the sand back into the blank and unmarked surface it had worn since the beach itself was young.

The island did not know, and had no way of knowing, that the ship now vanishing beyond its reef would not be the last, and that a description of fresh water, good timber, and fearless birds easily caught, entered without ceremony into a logbook that would be read by men who had never seen an island and never would, was already, in its own quiet way, an instruction that other ships, in years not yet arrived, would read and remember and, in time, act upon.

The age of innocence had ended. The age of history, though no bird or tortoise or tree upon that shore could have named it as such, had begun.
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