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Chapter One

The Compass
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The first strange thing happened at 11:47 on a Tuesday morning.

Jack Mercer knew the exact time because he was staring at the clock instead of listening to Mr Peters explain quadratic equations.

Eleven forty-six.

Eleven forty-seven.

The second hand clicked forward.

And someone appeared outside the classroom window.

Jack frowned.

Greyhaven Secondary School was an ugly three-storey building overlooking the English Channel. Jack's maths classroom was on the second floor.

There shouldn't have been anyone outside the window.

Yet there was.

A man was staring directly at him.

Jack sat upright.

The stranger stood on the flat roof of the science building below. He wore a long dark coat despite the warm September weather.

He wasn't looking at the classroom.

He was looking at Jack.

"Mercer?"

Jack didn't answer.

The stranger raised something.

A camera.

Click.

A photograph.

"Mercer!"

Jack jumped.

Twenty-eight students turned towards him.

Mr Peters stood beside the whiteboard with his arms folded.

"Perhaps you'd like to tell us what's more interesting than my lesson?"

Jack looked back towards the window.

The roof was empty.

"No, sir."

"Then perhaps you'll join us?"

A few people laughed.

Jack sank into his chair.

"Yes, sir."

Mr Peters returned to the equation.

Jack barely heard another word.

Someone had been watching him.

He was certain of it.

And somehow he knew it wasn't going to be the strangest thing that happened that day.



Greyhaven was the sort of town tourists loved and teenagers wanted to escape.

Rows of old stone houses climbed the hill above the harbour. Fishing boats rocked against wooden jetties. Seagulls screamed from rooftops while tourists bought chips and complained when the gulls stole them.

Jack had lived there his entire life.

His mother owned a small second-hand bookshop called Mercer's Books & Maps near the harbour.

Jack usually walked there after school.

Today, he kept looking behind him.

Nobody seemed to be following.

Still, the man at the window bothered him.

Jack entered the shop at twenty past four.

A bell jingled.

"Mum?"

No answer.

Books covered almost every wall. Some were new. Most weren't. There were novels, atlases, old maritime journals and maps so ancient that Jack's mother kept them beneath glass.

"Mum?"

"In the back!"

Jack relaxed.

Sarah Mercer appeared carrying a cardboard box.

She was forty-one, although Jack thought the past seven years had made her look older.

"Good day?"

"Maths."

"That bad?"

"Worse."

She smiled.

"Tea?"

"Definitely."

Jack dropped his schoolbag behind the counter.

He almost mentioned the stranger.

Almost.

But saying it aloud made it sound ridiculous.

A man had taken his photograph.

So what?

Maybe he hadn't.

Maybe Jack had imagined the camera.

His mother disappeared upstairs to make tea.

Jack wandered towards the rear shelves.

That was when he noticed the box.

It sat on the floor beside the maritime section.

Old.

Dusty.

His name was written across the lid.

JACK

He stared at it.

"Mum?"

No answer.

Jack crouched.

The handwriting was familiar.

He had seen it on birthday cards.

Christmas cards.

Notes stuck to the refrigerator when he was little.

His father's handwriting.

Jack stopped breathing.

For seven years, almost everything belonging to Daniel Mercer had remained locked in the attic.

His mother rarely talked about him.

Jack remembered pieces.

A booming laugh.

Strong hands lifting him onto shoulders.

The smell of sea salt and old books.

Stories before bedtime about lost cities, explorers and buried treasure.

Then Daniel Mercer had sailed from Portsmouth aboard a research vessel called Endeavour.

The ship returned.

Daniel didn't.

The official report said he had fallen overboard during a storm somewhere in the Atlantic.

His body was never recovered.

Jack touched the box.

"Mum!"

His mother hurried downstairs carrying two mugs.

"What?"

Jack pointed.

She stopped.

The colour disappeared from her face.

"Where did that come from?"

"I thought you put it there."

"No."

She set down the mugs.

"Don't touch it."

Too late.

Jack lifted the lid.

Inside were books.

Perhaps twenty.

His father's books.

Jack picked up the first.

Forgotten Islands of the Atlantic.

Another.

Legends of the Western Ocean.

Another.

Voyages and Discoveries, 1763.

His mother stared at the box.

"I don't understand."

"Was this in the attic?"

"It should have been."

Jack lifted another book.

Something dropped from between the pages.

Clink.

A brass compass landed on the wooden floor.

Jack picked it up.

It was heavy.

Far heavier than an ordinary compass.

Strange symbols had been carved around its edge.

Instead of the usual letters—N, S, E and W—the compass contained four symbols.

A triangle.

A circle.

A cross.

And something resembling an eye.

The needle spun.

Jack held it still.

The needle continued spinning.

"Broken," he said.

His mother didn't answer.

"Mum?"

She was staring at the compass.

"Where did you get that?"

"It fell out of Dad's book."

"Give it to me."

Something in her voice surprised him.

Fear.

Jack handed it over.

She examined the symbols.

"I've seen this before."

"Where?"

"Your father had it."

"When?"

"Before his last expedition."

Jack stared at her.

"You never told me that."

"There are many things I never told you."

"Why?"

"Because you were eight."

"I'm fifteen now."

His mother's eyes met his.

For several seconds neither spoke.

Then she sighed.

"Your father wasn't simply researching maritime history."

Jack waited.

"He became obsessed with something."

"What?"

"An island."

Jack looked towards the book in his hand.

"What island?"

His mother hesitated.

"Blackwater."

Jack almost laughed.

The name sounded like something from one of his father's bedtime stories.

"Where is it?"

"Nowhere."

"What does that mean?"

"It means it doesn't exist."

"Then why was Dad looking for it?"

"Because he believed it did."

Jack took the compass back.

The needle suddenly stopped.

Both of them noticed.

It wasn't pointing north.

It pointed towards the rear wall of the shop.

Jack turned.

The needle moved with him.

Still pointing towards the wall.

"That's impossible," his mother whispered.

Jack approached the shelves.

The compass needle trembled.

One particular book stood among dozens of others.

Black leather.

No title.

Jack pulled it free.

The needle immediately swung north.

He stared at the book.

His mother whispered, "Jack..."

He opened it.

Someone had cut a rectangular hole through the centre of the pages.

Something was hidden inside.

A folded piece of paper.

Jack removed it.

The paper was yellow and brittle.

He unfolded it carefully.

There were only four handwritten lines.

Jack recognised the handwriting immediately.

His father's.

JACK —

IF YOU FIND THIS, THEY KNOW ABOUT BLACKWATER.

TRUST NO ONE.

FIND THE ISLAND BEFORE THEY DO.

Below the message was a sequence of numbers.

51 — 17 — 9 — 4 — 23 — 11

Jack read it twice.

His mother grabbed the paper.

"No."

"What?"

"We're calling the police."

"Why?"

"Because someone put that box downstairs."

"Dad could've—"

"Your father disappeared seven years ago."

The words hit Jack harder than she intended.

She softened.

"I'm sorry."

Jack stared at the message.

"Who are 'they'?"

"I don't know."

"You must know something."

"I don't."

"You knew about Blackwater."

"Only the name."

The shop bell jingled.

Both turned.

Someone had entered.

"Stay here," his mother whispered.

"Mum—"

"Jack."

Her expression stopped him.

She walked towards the front of the shop.

Jack remained behind the shelves.

"Can I help you?" he heard her say.

A man's voice answered.

"I hope so."

Jack froze.

He knew that voice.

He had never heard it before.

Yet somehow he knew exactly who was speaking.

He moved carefully until he could see through a gap between the books.

The man standing at the counter wore a long dark coat.

The same man from outside his classroom.

Jack's heart hammered.

The stranger smiled.

"I'm looking for a book."

"What book?"

"Something rather rare."

"I'm afraid you'll have to be more specific."

"Oh, I think you'll know it."

The stranger reached inside his coat.

Jack's mother stepped backwards.

The man placed a photograph on the counter.

Jack couldn't see it clearly.

Then his mother picked it up.

Her hand began trembling.

"Where did you get this?"

"That isn't important."

"Get out."

"Mrs Mercer—"

"I said get out."

The stranger smiled.

"I'm afraid I can't do that."

Jack edged closer.

The compass remained in his hand.

The stranger glanced towards the rear shelves.

Jack ducked.

"Your son is here, isn't he?"

Silence.

"No."

"He left school at three thirty-two."

Jack's stomach tightened.

The man knew.

He had followed him.

"Leave my son alone."

"I'd very much like to."

"Then go."

"I need something first."

"What?"

"The compass."

Jack looked at the object in his hand.

How did he know?

His mother said nothing.

The stranger continued.

"Daniel should never have taken it."

"My husband is dead."

A pause.

Then the man said something that changed everything.

"Are you certain?"

Jack nearly dropped the compass.

His mother stared at the stranger.

"What did you say?"

The man leaned closer.

"You heard me."

"Daniel died seven years ago."

"No, Mrs Mercer."

The stranger's smile disappeared.

"He disappeared seven years ago."

Jack's mind raced.

There was a difference.

A huge difference.

"Where is he?" his mother demanded.

"Give me the compass."

"Where is my husband?"

"The compass."

"Tell me!"

The stranger reached across the counter.

Jack's mother stepped away.

Then something happened outside.

A car horn.

The stranger glanced towards the window.

Jack's mother shouted.

"RUN, JACK!"

Jack didn't think.

He ran.

Through the rear door.

Into the alley.

Behind him came a crash.

Then footsteps.

Jack sprinted towards the harbour.

His schoolbag was still in the shop.

His phone was inside it.

He had nothing except his clothes, his father's message—

and the compass.

"JACK!"

The stranger.

Close.

Jack ran faster.

He reached Harbour Road.

Cars rushed past.

He darted between them.

A driver slammed on the brakes.

"IDIOT!"

Jack kept running.

The harbour appeared ahead.

Fishing boats.

Tourists.

Shops.

People.

Safety.

He risked looking backwards.

The stranger emerged from the alley.

And stopped.

He didn't chase.

He simply watched.

Jack slowed.

Why had he stopped?

The stranger raised his hand.

Pointed.

Not towards Jack.

Behind him.

Jack turned.

Across the harbour stood an abandoned warehouse.

Something flashed in an upstairs window.

Sunlight reflecting from glass.

Jack stared.

A camera lens.

Someone else was watching him.

Then his compass began vibrating.

Jack looked down.

The needle spun wildly.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Then stopped.

It pointed across the harbour.

Towards the abandoned warehouse.

Jack looked back at the stranger.

He was gone.

Jack's heart pounded.

He should find the police.

He should return to his mother.

Instead, he looked at the compass.

His father's compass.

The needle pointed unwaveringly towards the warehouse.

And then Jack noticed something else.

A man was standing inside the upstairs window.

For one impossible second Jack couldn't move.

The figure was older than he remembered.

Thinner.

Bearded.

But Jack knew that face.

He had seen it every day in the photograph beside his mother's bed.

"Dad?"

The figure disappeared.

Jack ran towards the warehouse.

He didn't see the black van pull away behind him.

And he didn't see the man sitting inside it lift a radio to his mouth.

"The boy has the compass," the man said.

A voice crackled through the radio.

"And Mercer?"

The man watched Jack running.

"Alive."

A pause.

Then the voice replied.

"Then Blackwater has been found."
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The Man in the Window
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Jack reached the warehouse less than three minutes later.

The building had been abandoned for years.

A rusting sign hung above the entrance:

GREYHAVEN MARINE STORAGE — CLOSED

Jack grabbed the door.

Locked.

"Dad!"

Nothing.

He ran around the side.

The compass needle shifted.

It pointed towards the rear.

Jack followed it.

A narrow passage ran between the warehouse and the harbour wall.

At the end stood another door.

This one was open.

Jack stopped.

Every sensible part of his brain told him not to enter.

Someone had followed him from school.

Someone had broken into his father's belongings.

His mother had told him to run.

And now an abandoned warehouse door was conveniently waiting open.

"This is stupid," Jack whispered.

He stepped inside.

The door slammed behind him.

Jack spun.

Darkness.

He grabbed the handle.

Locked.

Then, somewhere in the warehouse, a floorboard creaked.

Jack wasn't alone.

"Hello?"

No answer.

He moved deeper into the darkness.

"Dad?"

A shadow crossed the far end of the warehouse.

Jack ran after it.

The chase that followed would lead him to the first real clue to Blackwater—and to the discovery that someone had been waiting seven years for Jack Mercer to find it.

But before Jack could reach the shadow, a hand shot from the darkness and clamped over his mouth.

"Don't make a sound," a man whispered.

Jack struggled.

Then the man spoke six words that made him stop.

"I'm the man who killed your father."
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"I'm the man who killed your father."

Jack stopped struggling.

For a moment, the words didn't make sense.

They seemed to hang in the darkness between them.

Then anger exploded through him.

Jack drove his elbow backwards as hard as he could.

The man grunted.

His grip loosened.

Jack twisted free.

He stumbled away, turned and raised the brass compass like a weapon.

"Stay away from me!"

"Quiet!"

"You killed my dad!"

"I said keep your voice down."

The man stepped into a shaft of sunlight coming through a broken window.

He was perhaps sixty.

Grey hair. Weathered face. A white scar ran from beneath his left eye to his jaw. He wore an old navy-blue jumper and faded trousers.

Jack had expected someone frightening.

A murderer.

Instead, the man looked like an exhausted fisherman.

"Who are you?"

"Captain Elias Vane."

Jack tightened his grip on the compass.

"Never heard of you."

"No reason you should have."

"You said you killed my father."

"I said I'm the man who killed your father. There's a difference."

"No, there isn't!"

Vane sighed.

"Daniel always said you were stubborn."

Jack froze.

"You knew him?"

"Very well."

"Where is he?"

Vane glanced towards the door.

"We don't have time for this."

"I'm not going anywhere until you tell me."

"Then you'll probably die here."

Jack swallowed.

"Is that supposed to scare me?"

"Yes."

It worked.

Vane crossed the warehouse quickly and peered through a crack between two boards covering a window.

Jack remained where he was.

"Who's outside?"

"The people looking for that."

Vane pointed towards the compass.

Jack immediately put it in his pocket.

"Who are they?"

"Later."

"You keep saying that."

"Because staying alive comes before answering questions."

Jack remembered his mother.

"I need to go back."

"No."

"My mum's at the shop."

"If Sarah has any sense, she's already gone."

"You know my mum too?"

Vane gave him an impatient look.

"I've known your mother since before you were born."

Jack's head was spinning.

His father.

His mother.

Blackwater.

The compass.

Everyone seemed to know something except him.

"What was that photograph?"

Vane frowned.

"What photograph?"

"The man in the shop showed Mum something."

"I don't know."

"He said my dad might be alive."

Vane became very still.

"What exactly did he say?"

"He said Dad disappeared. He didn't die."

Vane looked away.

Jack stepped closer.

"You know something."

"Jack—"

"Is my father alive?"

Silence.

"Tell me!"

"I don't know."

It wasn't the answer Jack wanted.

But something about Vane's voice made him believe it.

"Then why did you say you killed him?"

Vane sat on an overturned wooden crate.

"Seven years ago, I was captain of the Endeavour."

Jack stared.

The name was burned into his memory.

The ship from his father's final expedition.

"You were there?"

"I was."

"What happened?"

Vane rubbed his scar.

"We went looking for Blackwater."

Jack waited.

"We found it."

His heart skipped.

"But Mum said it doesn't exist."

"Your mother was trying to protect you."

"From an island?"

"From what lives around it."

Jack almost laughed.

"What does that mean?"

"Blackwater isn't on modern charts. Satellites don't show it. Aircraft don't see it. Ships pass within miles and never know it's there."

"That's impossible."

"So is that compass."

Jack touched his pocket.

Vane continued.

"Your father spent twelve years studying accounts of ships that vanished in one particular region of the Atlantic. Portuguese sailors wrote about it in the sixteenth century. Spanish explorers mentioned an island surrounded by black fog. British naval records from 1804 describe compasses spinning and clocks stopping."

"Clocks don't stop because of islands."

"I know."

"Then what's really there?"

Vane looked at him.

"That's what Daniel wanted to discover."

"And did he?"

Vane's expression changed.

"I think so."

Before Jack could ask more, a sound came from outside.

An engine.

Vane jumped up.

"Too late."

"What?"

"They found us."

A black van stopped outside the warehouse.

Doors opened.

Vane grabbed Jack's arm.

"Move."

They ran deeper into the building.

"Where?"

"Down."

"There isn't a downstairs!"

"There is now."

Vane kicked aside a rotting wooden pallet.

Beneath it was a metal hatch.

He pulled it open.

A ladder descended into darkness.

"Go."

Jack stared into the hole.

"No chance."

The warehouse door crashed open.

Voices.

"SEARCH EVERYTHING!"

Jack recognised the voice.

The man from the bookshop.

Vane pushed him towards the ladder.

"Still no chance?"

Jack climbed.

Vane followed and pulled the hatch shut.

They descended perhaps fifteen feet.

Jack's shoes hit stone.

The air smelled of salt and damp.

Vane clicked on a torch.

They were standing inside a tunnel.

Old brick walls stretched into darkness.

"What is this?"

"Smugglers' tunnel."

"In Greyhaven?"

"Your town has more secrets than you realise."

Footsteps thudded above.

Jack looked up.

"Will they find the hatch?"

"Eventually."

"Then what?"

"We make sure we're gone when they do."

Vane started walking.

Jack followed.

The tunnel sloped towards the harbour.

Water dripped from the ceiling.

"Where are we going?"

"To my boat."

"Why?"

"Because Greyhaven isn't safe anymore."

"I'm not leaving without Mum."

"Sarah knows where to go."

"How?"

"Because we planned for this."

Jack stopped.

Vane continued several paces before noticing.

"What?"

"You planned this?"

"Yes."

"You and Mum?"

"Yes."

"For how long?"

Vane hesitated.

"Seven years."

Jack couldn't believe it.

His mother had known.

For seven years she had known there might be danger.

"Why didn't she tell me?"

"Because Daniel made us promise."

"My dad?"

"He left instructions."

"When?"

"Before the expedition."

Jack remembered the note.

TRUST NO ONE.

"What instructions?"

"Keep you away from Blackwater."

"That's going well."

Despite everything, Vane almost smiled.

"Daniel underestimated you."

They continued.

After several minutes, the tunnel widened.

Jack heard water.

Then the passage opened into a cavern beneath the harbour.

A small motorboat floated beside a stone platform.

Vane climbed aboard.

"Get in."

Jack hesitated.

His entire life seemed to have disappeared in less than an hour.

School.

Home.

His mother.

Everything normal.

"Where are we going?"

"Somewhere they won't look."

"Where?"

Vane started the engine.

"Sea."

Jack remained on the platform.

"I'm not getting on until you tell me what happened to my dad."

Vane stared at him.

Then switched off the engine.

"Fine."

He sat down.

"Your father and I reached Blackwater seven years ago."

Jack stepped onto the boat.

"There were eight of us aboard Endeavour. Daniel was leading the expedition."

"What happened?"

"We entered the fog shortly after midnight."

"What fog?"

"You'll know it when you see it."

Jack didn't like the sound of that.

"Our instruments failed. Compass. GPS. Radio. Everything."

"But you reached the island?"

"At dawn."

Vane stared into the dark water.

"It was unlike anywhere I'd ever seen."

"How?"

"Cliffs hundreds of feet high. Jungle. Ruins."

"Ruins?"

"Buildings."

"Who built them?"

"Nobody knows."

Jack remembered his father's fascination with history.

"What did Dad find?"

"A door."

"A door?"

"Inside the mountain."

Vane's voice became quieter.

"Daniel believed whatever was behind that door explained why Blackwater disappeared from maps."

"Did he open it?"

"No."

"Why?"

"Because we weren't alone."

A noise echoed through the tunnel behind them.

Metal scraping.

Vane looked up sharply.

"They've found the hatch."

He started the engine.

The motorboat surged forward.

Jack grabbed the side.

They entered another narrow tunnel.

Behind them came shouts.

A gunshot cracked.

Jack ducked.

"Was that a gun?"

"Yes."

"People are shooting at us!"

"Excellent observation."

Another shot.

Stone exploded beside Jack's head.

He dropped into the bottom of the boat.

"Keep down!"

Vane pushed the throttle forward.

The tunnel curved.

Darkness swallowed them.

Jack clung to the seat.

Behind them, another engine started.

"They have a boat!"

"I know."

The tunnel was barely wide enough for them.

The beam from Vane's torch bounced wildly across the walls.

"How far?"

"Half a mile."

"To what?"

"The sea."

Another shot.

Vane suddenly switched off the torch.

Everything became black.

"What are you doing?"

"Making it difficult."

"For them or us?"

"Both."

Jack couldn't see anything.

The boat raced through darkness.

He heard the pursuing engine behind them.

Closer.

Closer.

Then Vane shouted.

"DUCK!"

Jack threw himself down.

Something passed inches above him.

A stone beam.

The pursuing boat didn't know it was there.

CRASH!

A tremendous impact echoed behind them.

Someone screamed.

Vane switched the torch back on.

Jack looked behind.

Nothing.

"Did they—"

"Don't worry about them."

They continued.

A few minutes later, daylight appeared ahead.

The tunnel opened through the sea wall.

The motorboat shot into the Channel.

Jack blinked against the sunlight.

Greyhaven harbour lay behind them.

Vane turned east.

"Where's your real boat?"

"Two miles along the coast."

Jack looked towards town.

"Mum."

"She'll be there."

"You promise?"

"No."

Jack stared at him.

Vane looked serious.

"I stopped making promises I couldn't guarantee seven years ago."

They travelled along the coast.

Jack took the note from his pocket.

51 — 17 — 9 — 4 — 23 — 11

"What are these numbers?"

Vane glanced at them.

His expression changed.

"Where did you get that?"

"Dad's message."

"Let me see."

Jack handed it over.

Vane read the sequence.

"Daniel, you clever devil."

"What?"

"These aren't coordinates."

"What are they?"

"A book cipher."

Jack frowned.

"How do you know?"

"Because your father loved them."

"So we need a book."

"Exactly."

"Which one?"

Vane handed back the note.

"That's the problem."

Jack thought about the box.

Twenty books.

His father's books.

One had contained the compass.

The message had been hidden in another.

Then Jack remembered the title of the first book he had picked up.

Forgotten Islands of the Atlantic.

"Maybe I know."

Vane looked at him.

"What?"

"The books in the box."

"What box?"

Jack explained.

Vane listened without interrupting.

When Jack finished, the older man's face had become pale.

"Someone delivered Daniel's belongings today?"

"Yes."

"To the shop?"

"Yes."

"And you found the compass?"

"Yes."

Vane swore quietly.

"What?"

"That box wasn't in your attic."

"Mum thought it was."

"It couldn't have been."

"Why?"

"Because Daniel had those books with him aboard Endeavour."

Jack felt cold.

"Are you sure?"

"I loaded them onto the ship myself."

"Maybe they were brought back."

"No."

"Why not?"

Vane looked directly at him.

"Because Endeavour sank."

Jack stared.

"The report said it returned."

"The report was a lie."

"Then how did you get back?"

"I didn't."

"What?"

"Not immediately."

Vane turned towards the coast.

"For eleven months after your father disappeared, I was trapped on Blackwater."

Jack couldn't speak.

"Eleven months?"

"Yes."

"How?"

"That's a very long story."

"And Dad?"

Vane didn't answer.

The motorboat rounded a headland.

A yacht was anchored in a small hidden bay.

About forty feet long, painted dark blue.

SEASTAR was written across the stern.

Someone stood on deck.

Jack jumped up.

"Mum!"

Sarah Mercer waved.

Relief flooded through him.

Vane brought the motorboat alongside.

Jack scrambled aboard.

His mother hugged him.

"Are you hurt?"

"No."

She checked anyway.

"Did they follow you?"

"Not anymore," Vane said.

Sarah looked at him.

"What happened?"

"They found the tunnel."

"Then Greyhaven is finished."

Jack pulled away.

"Can somebody please explain what's happening?"

His mother looked at Vane.

Vane nodded.

Sarah sighed.

"Below deck."

They entered the cabin.

Maps covered a table.

Not modern charts.

Old maps.

Very old.

Jack recognised coastlines.

Europe.

Africa.

The Atlantic.

At the centre of the table was a large blank section.

Someone had drawn a circle around it.

Jack pointed.

"Blackwater?"

Vane nodded.

Jack looked at his mother.

"You knew Dad might be alive."

"I hoped."

"That's not an answer."

"No."

"Why didn't you tell me?"

"Because hope can hurt more than certainty."

Jack looked away.

His anger hadn't disappeared.

But he understood a little.

"Who are the people chasing us?"

His mother answered.

"The Meridian Society."

"Never heard of them."

"That's deliberate."

Vane opened a drawer and removed a photograph.

Six men stood outside an old building.

The photograph looked at least a hundred years old.

Each man wore a circular symbol on his jacket.

An eye surrounded by four lines.

Jack recognised it.

The same symbol was engraved on the compass.

"What is Meridian?"

"A private organisation founded in 1889," Vane said. "Explorers, industrialists, scientists, politicians. People with money and influence."

"What do they want?"

"Blackwater."

"Why?"

"Because they believe something is hidden there."

"Treasure?"

Vane shook his head.

"Something much more valuable."

"What?"

"Knowledge."

Jack almost groaned.

"People don't shoot at teenagers for knowledge."

"Some knowledge is worth more than gold."

His mother opened another folder.

Inside were photographs.

Ships.

Aircraft.

Maps.

Newspaper articles about disappearances.

Jack saw one headline:

RESEARCH VESSEL LOST IN ATLANTIC

Another:

PRIVATE AIRCRAFT VANISHES WITHOUT DISTRESS CALL

Another:

FISHING BOAT FOUND EMPTY

"All near Blackwater?" Jack asked.

"Yes."

"How many?"

Vane answered.

"Hundreds."

Jack sat down.

This was becoming bigger than anything he could understand.

His mother touched his shoulder.

"We need to leave."

"Where?"

"France first. Then somewhere safe."

Jack looked at the compass.

"What about Dad?"

Neither answered.

"You're just going to leave him?"

"We don't know if he's alive," Sarah said.

"But someone does."

"Jack—"

"The man at the shop showed you a photograph."

His mother became still.

"What was it?"

She looked towards Vane.

"Sarah?"

Vane hadn't known.

She reached into her coat.

Removed the photograph.

Placed it on the table.

Jack stared.

The image had been taken recently.

A man stood beside a stone wall covered in vines.

Grey in his beard.

Thin.

Older.

But unmistakable.

Daniel Mercer.

Jack's father.

In his hand was a newspaper.

The date could clearly be seen.

2 AUGUST 2026.

Eleven days ago.

Jack's throat tightened.

"He's alive."

His mother nodded.

Tears filled her eyes.

"It appears so."

"Where was this taken?"

"We don't know."

Vane snatched up the photograph.

He examined the wall behind Daniel.

Then grabbed a magnifying glass.

"What?" Sarah asked.

Vane didn't answer.

He stared at one corner.

Then looked at Jack.

"Your father isn't just standing there."

"What?"

"He's giving us a message."

Vane passed him the magnifying glass.

Jack examined the photograph.

At first he saw nothing.

Then he noticed Daniel's left hand.

Two fingers pointed down.

Towards a marking scratched into the stone.

Six numbers.

Jack read them.

His heart began pounding.

51 — 17 — 9 — 4 — 23 — 11

The same numbers from the note.

"The cipher," Jack whispered.

Vane nodded.

"Daniel knew this photograph would reach you."

"Then he wants me to decode it."

"Yes."

Jack looked at the maps.

"Why me?"

Nobody answered.

Suddenly an alarm sounded.

BEEP.

BEEP.

BEEP.

Vane rushed to the navigation console.

"What is it?" Sarah asked.

"Radar."

Jack followed.

A vessel was approaching the bay.

Fast.

"Meridian?"

Vane grabbed binoculars.

He looked towards the sea.

His face hardened.

"Three boats."

Sarah started the yacht's engine.

"How did they find us?"

"They didn't."

"What?"

Vane looked at Jack.

"They followed something."

Everyone's eyes went to the compass.

Jack pulled it from his pocket.

The needle wasn't pointing north.

It pointed directly towards the approaching boats.

Then something clicked inside the compass.

Jack felt it.

A tiny mechanical movement.

Vane grabbed it.

"No..."

"What?"

He twisted the brass casing.

A hidden compartment opened.

Inside was a tiny flashing red light.

Jack stared at it.

"A tracker?"

Vane ripped the device free and crushed it beneath his boot.

Sarah pushed the throttle.

The yacht began moving.

Too late.

The first black speedboat rounded the headland.

Then the second.

Then the third.

Men stood aboard.

Jack recognised the stranger from the bookshop.

He lifted something.

A loudspeaker.

His amplified voice carried across the water.

"JACK MERCER!"

Jack's mother grabbed him.

"Stay down."

The man continued.

"WE DON'T WANT TO HURT YOU."

Vane muttered, "That's usually what people say immediately before trying."

"RETURN THE COMPASS."

Jack looked at the broken tracker.

Vane steered towards open water.

The speedboats accelerated.

"They're faster," Sarah said.

"I know."

"Can we outrun them?"

"No."

Jack looked around.

"What do we do?"

Vane smiled grimly.

"We cheat."

He turned the yacht sharply towards the cliffs.

Sarah stared.

"Elias!"

"Trust me."

"That's a cliff!"

"I know."

The yacht raced directly towards the rock face.

Jack gripped the rail.

Two hundred metres.

One hundred.

Fifty.

"Vane!"

"Hold on!"

Twenty metres.

Jack could see individual cracks in the stone.

Ten.

Five.

Vane spun the wheel.

The yacht slipped between two enormous rocks Jack hadn't noticed.

A narrow channel appeared.

The pursuing speedboats followed.

"Too narrow for them to overtake," Vane said.

"Where does it go?" Jack asked.

"Nowhere."

Jack stared at him.

"What?"

"Dead end."

"That's your plan?"

"Part one."

"I don't like part one!"

"Wait for part two."

The channel ended ahead.

A wall of rock.

Vane slowed.

The three speedboats entered behind them.

Trapped.

Jack looked around.

"Part two?"

Vane checked his watch.

"Any second."

"Any second for what?"

The water beneath them suddenly changed.

It began flowing backwards.

Fast.

The tide.

Vane grinned.

"Greyhaven tidal race."

The current seized the smaller speedboats.

Their engines screamed.

One spun sideways.

Another struck the rocks.

The third reversed desperately.

Vane turned Seastar into a tiny opening in the cliff.

The yacht scraped through.

Seconds later they emerged into open sea through another channel.

Jack looked behind.

The Meridian boats were trapped.

"You knew that would happen?"

"Mostly."

"Mostly?"

"The tide tables are twelve years old."

Jack shook his head.

"You're completely mad."

"So was your father."

Vane smiled.

"You'll get used to it."

For the first time since leaving school, Jack laughed.

It lasted three seconds.

Then the radio crackled.

A voice.

"Seastar, this is Coastguard Seven. Reduce speed and prepare to be boarded."

Vane's smile vanished.

Sarah looked at him.

"Coastguard?"

"No."

"How do you know?"

Vane pointed towards the horizon.

A large vessel was approaching.

White hull.

Blue markings.

It looked official.

Except for one detail.

Painted beneath the bridge was a symbol.

An eye surrounded by four lines.

Meridian.

Vane whispered, "They control the coastguard channel."

The radio crackled again.

"Seastar, reduce speed immediately."

Jack stared at the approaching vessel.

They couldn't outrun it.

Couldn't hide.

Couldn't return to Greyhaven.

His mother looked at Vane.

"What now?"

Vane turned towards Jack.

"Now we find out whether Daniel's son is as good at impossible escapes as Daniel was."

Jack swallowed.

"Why are you looking at me?"

"Because," Vane said, pointing towards the compass, "that thing didn't only lead your father to Blackwater."

Jack looked down.

"What else does it do?"

Vane's expression became deadly serious.

"It opens the way in."

Before Jack could respond, the compass needle began spinning again.

Faster and faster.

The yacht's electronic screens flickered.

The radio died.

The engine coughed.

Then stopped.

Silence fell across the sea.

Jack looked towards the Meridian vessel.

Its engines had stopped too.

Every light aboard it went dark.

Vane stared at the compass.

"No."

Sarah whispered, "What?"

Vane looked towards the western horizon.

A black line had appeared across the sea.

Not cloud.

Not rain.

Fog.

An enormous wall of black fog was rolling towards them.

Jack remembered Vane's words.

You'll know it when you see it.

Vane grabbed the wheel.

"Get below!"

Jack stared at the approaching darkness.

"Is that—?"

"Yes."

The black fog swallowed the Meridian vessel.

One second it was there.

The next it had vanished.

Then the fog reached Seastar.

And from somewhere inside the darkness came the deep, impossible sound of a bell.

DONG.

Vane's face went white.

"That can't be."

"What?"

The bell sounded again.

DONG.

Vane turned towards Jack.

"Blackwater is more than two thousand miles away."

Jack looked into the darkness surrounding the yacht.

"Then what's making that bell?"

Something enormous moved beneath the water.

It passed directly under Seastar.

The entire yacht lifted.

Sarah screamed.

Jack grabbed the rail.

And out of the black fog ahead, the towering outline of an island began to appear.

Vane stared at it in horror.

"Impossible."

Jack's compass snapped towards the island.

Then, from somewhere on the cliffs, a brilliant white light flashed three times.

Jack counted.

Three flashes.

A pause.

Three more.

Then two.

Vane whispered, "It's a signal."

"From who?"

The light flashed again.

Jack stared towards the cliffs.

And through a break in the fog he saw a human figure standing high above the sea.

The figure raised both arms.

Even from hundreds of metres away, Jack recognised him.

His father.

"DAD!"

Daniel Mercer pointed frantically towards the water behind Seastar.

Jack turned.

Something huge broke the surface.

And the yacht began to tip over.
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Chapter Three

The Island That Shouldn't Exist
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The yacht tilted so violently that Jack lost his footing.

He hit the deck hard and slid towards the rail.

"JACK!"

His mother grabbed the back of his jacket just before he went overboard.

For one terrifying second, Jack hung half over the side, staring straight down into black water.

Something enormous moved beneath the surface.

Not a whale.

Not anything Jack recognised.

A long shape twisted under Seastar, dark and smooth, then vanished into the depths.

The yacht slammed level again.

Jack crashed onto the deck.

"What was that?" he gasped.

"Inside!" Vane shouted.

Another impact struck the hull.

BOOM.

The yacht shook.

Sarah pulled Jack towards the cabin.

"But Dad's up there!"

"Jack!"

"I saw him!"

"So did I!"

That stopped him.

His mother had seen Daniel too.

This wasn't a trick of the fog.

Jack twisted towards the cliffs.

The figure was still there.

High above the water.

Daniel Mercer.

Alive.

He was waving desperately.

Not welcoming them.

Warning them.

Then he pointed again.

This time not at the water.

At the sky.

Jack looked up.

The black fog churned overhead like smoke.

Something appeared above them.

A light.

Then another.

Three pale lights moving through the cloud.

"Aircraft?" Sarah asked.

"No engine," Vane replied.

The lights descended.

Jack stared.

They weren't aircraft.

They were lanterns.

Three old-fashioned lanterns hanging from the bow of a ship.

A ship that was sailing through the fog directly towards them.

"That's impossible," Jack whispered.

The vessel emerged slowly.

It looked ancient.

Wooden hull.

Three masts.

Torn sails.

Its sides were black with age.

A carved figurehead shaped like an eagle projected from the bow.

The ship seemed to belong in a museum.

Yet it moved.

No crew stood on deck.

No wind filled its sails.

Still it came towards them.

"Vane?"

For once, Captain Elias Vane had no clever answer.

He simply stared.

"I've seen that ship before."

"When?"

"Seven years ago."

The ghostly vessel passed less than fifty metres from Seastar.

Jack could read the faded lettering on its stern.

VALIANT

Sarah whispered, "What is it?"

"A Royal Navy survey ship," Vane said.

"From when?"

"1804."

Jack stared.

"That's not funny."

"I'm not joking."

"You said British records mentioned Blackwater in 1804."

Vane nodded.

"The Valiant disappeared that year with forty-three men aboard."

Jack looked again.

The deck was empty.

Then a bell rang.

DONG.

The same bell they had heard through the fog.

One of the cabin doors on the Valiant slowly opened.

A man stepped out.

Jack's skin prickled.

The sailor wore an old naval uniform.

His face was pale.

Too pale.

He walked to the rail and looked directly at Jack.

Then he raised one arm.

Pointed towards Blackwater.

The ship disappeared into fog.

Jack stood frozen.

Nobody spoke.

Finally Sarah said, "Tell me there's a sensible explanation."

Vane shook his head.

"No."

Jack looked towards the cliffs.

His father had vanished.

"Dad!"

No answer.

Jack ran to the bow.

"Daniel!" Sarah shouted.

The only response was the crash of waves against rock.

The black fog began thinning.

Slowly, the impossible island became visible.

Jack had expected something tropical.

Instead, Blackwater looked wild.

Dangerous.

Huge cliffs rose hundreds of feet above the sea. Dark green forest covered the heights. Waterfalls poured from cracks in the rock and vanished into mist.

Far inland, mountains rose beneath storm clouds.

And scattered across the cliffs were ruins.

Stone towers.

Broken walls.

Arches.

Structures too old to belong anywhere near the middle of the Atlantic.

Jack forgot the strange ship for a moment.

"Wow."

Vane didn't share his amazement.

"Don't let it fool you."

"What?"

"Blackwater is beautiful right up until it tries to kill you."

Another thud struck the hull.

Jack jumped.

The creature.

He had almost forgotten it.

A ridge broke the surface beside them.

Then disappeared.

"Can we get away from it?" Sarah asked.

"Engine's dead."

Vane tried the ignition.

Nothing.

Jack looked at the compass.

Its needle pointed towards the island.

"Maybe we're supposed to go in."

Vane gave him a look.

"Islands don't usually invite visitors."

"This one might."

"That's exactly what worries me."

A sudden current caught the yacht.

Seastar began drifting towards the cliffs.

Vane grabbed the wheel.

"No steering."

The yacht moved faster.

"Are we going to crash?" Jack asked.

"Unless something changes."

The rock wall grew larger.

One hundred metres.

Seventy.

Fifty.

Jack could see waves exploding against jagged stone.

"We need to jump!" Sarah said.

"Into that water? No."

Thirty metres.

Vane searched frantically along the cliff.

"Come on..."

"What?"

"There!"

A narrow opening appeared between two slabs of rock.

A sea cave.

The current carried them straight towards it.

"That's not better!" Jack shouted.

"It might be."

"You said the island tries to kill people!"

"At least it's giving us options."

The yacht shot into the cave.

Darkness swallowed them.

Jack grabbed a rail.

The mast scraped the ceiling.

Stone flashed inches past both sides.

Water roared around them.

Vane shouted instructions.

"DOWN!"

They ducked.

A rock ledge passed overhead.

The yacht spun sideways.

Sarah screamed.

Then the current changed.

They dropped.

Jack's stomach flew upwards.

Seastar plunged down a hidden channel and slammed into calmer water.

Silence.

Jack opened his eyes.

They had entered a gigantic underground cavern.

Light poured through cracks high above.

The water glowed deep blue.

Stone columns rose from the surface like towers.

Vane stared around.

"I've never seen this place."

"You were trapped here eleven months," Jack said.

"Not here."

"So the island has changed?"

Vane didn't answer.

The yacht drifted towards a stone platform.

Not natural.

Built.

Steps climbed from the water into darkness.

Jack pointed.

"People made that."

Vane nodded slowly.

"Long ago."

The compass needle turned.

It pointed towards the steps.

Jack lifted it.

"I think it wants us to go up."

Sarah frowned.

"Jack, a compass doesn't want anything."

"This one seems pretty opinionated."

Even Vane smiled at that.

Then the compass clicked.

A tiny section in its back opened.

Not the tracker compartment.

Another one.

Jack stared.

Inside was a small brass key.

He removed it.

"Was that there before?" Sarah asked.

"No."

Vane's eyes narrowed.

"Daniel never showed me that."

Jack held up the key.

"So we've got a mystery island, a magic compass and now a key."

"Not magic," Vane said.

"You're still going with that?"

"Until something floats."

Jack looked back towards the tunnel.

"The two-hundred-year-old ship floated."

Vane sighed.

"Fair point."

They tied Seastar to the platform.

Sarah took a backpack from the cabin.

Food.

Water.

First-aid kit.

Torches.

Vane opened a locker.

He removed a flare pistol.

Jack stared.

"Is that a gun?"

"Technically."

"Do you have any normal hobbies?"

"No."

They climbed the steps.

Jack went first.

The brass key in one hand.

Compass in the other.

After perhaps fifty steps they reached a landing.

A huge stone door blocked the passage.

At its centre was an iron plate.

With a keyhole.

Jack held up the key.

"That's convenient."

"Too convenient," Vane said.

Jack approached.

Symbols covered the door.

The same four symbols as the compass.

Triangle.

Circle.

Cross.

Eye.

He inserted the key.

Nothing.

"Turn it," Sarah said.

Jack did.

CLICK.

The compass needle jumped.

Four sections of the door lit up.

Not electrically.

The symbols themselves began glowing.

Jack stepped back.

"Okay. Definitely not normal."

Vane studied the symbols.

"Don't touch anything."

Jack had already reached towards the eye.

Vane grabbed his wrist.

"What did I just say?"

"I wasn't touching."

"You were about to."

"That's different."

A sound came from behind the door.

A deep grinding.

Stone against stone.

The massive doorway slowly opened.

Cold air rushed out.

Jack shivered.

Beyond it stretched a corridor lined with carvings.

People.

Ships.

Stars.

Maps.

Jack lifted his torch.

"Who built this?"

Vane whispered, "That's what your father wanted to know."

They entered.

The door closed behind them.

Jack spun.

"Great."

He tried the key.

It wouldn't turn.

"We're locked in."

"Keep moving," Vane said.

The corridor descended.

Carvings covered every wall.

Jack examined one.

A ship sailed through a black circle.

On the other side, the same ship emerged beneath different stars.

Another showed two islands.

Then four.

Then one.

"What does that mean?"

Vane ran his fingers over the stone.

"I don't know."

Sarah pointed ahead.

"Look."

A large chamber opened before them.

At its centre stood a stone table.

On it lay several objects.

A modern torch.

A plastic water bottle.

A red waterproof jacket.

Jack recognised the jacket.

His father wore it in half the old photographs at home.

He ran forward.

"Dad's."

Sarah picked it up.

Her hands trembled.

"It is."

Jack searched the table.

There was a notebook.

He opened it.

His father's handwriting.

Pages of notes.

Sketches.

Numbers.

Maps.

Then he found a page dated seven years earlier.

We were right. Blackwater is not simply hidden. It moves.

Jack frowned.

"Moves?"

Vane took the notebook.

His eyes raced across the page.

"What does it say?" Sarah asked.

He read aloud.

"Blackwater exists in more than one position. The compass does not point to the island. It draws the island to the compass."

Jack stared at the brass object in his hand.

"So we didn't come to Blackwater."

Vane looked at him.

"Blackwater came to us."

That explained the impossible distance.

But it raised another question.

"How?"

Vane turned the page.

His face changed.

"What?"

He passed the notebook to Sarah.

Jack leaned closer.

A sentence had been written in capital letters.

MERIDIAN KNOWS HOW TO CONTROL THE CROSSING.

Below it:

THE COMPASS MUST NEVER FALL INTO THEIR HANDS.

Jack looked down.

The tracker was gone.

But the compass remained.

A noise echoed from the corridor.

Footsteps.

All three froze.

Vane raised the flare pistol.

"Daniel?"

No answer.

Another footstep.

Closer.

Sarah whispered, "Someone followed us."

Vane switched off his torch.

Jack and Sarah did the same.

Darkness.

Footsteps entered the chamber.

One person.

Maybe two.

Jack held his breath.

A beam of light swept across the wall.

Not theirs.

Someone whispered.

"Find the boy."

Meridian.

Jack's heart hammered.

Vane motioned silently.

Behind the stone table.

They crouched.

Two men entered.

Jack recognised one.

The stranger from the bookshop.

He carried a torch.

The second man was younger.

Tall.

Shaved head.

"How did they get inside?" Jack mouthed.

Vane shook his head.

The stranger approached the table.

Saw the jacket.

The notebook.

"Mercer has been here."

The younger man said, "Recently?"

The stranger touched the water bottle.

"No."

He opened the notebook.

Then stopped.

"Where's the compass?"

Jack's fingers tightened around it.

The younger man searched.

His torch beam passed inches above Jack's head.

The stranger suddenly smiled.

"The boy is here."

Jack froze.

How?

Then he realised.

His school shoes were wet.

Small footprints led from the corridor.

Straight behind the table.

"Run!" Vane shouted.

They jumped up.

Vane fired.

The flare struck the ceiling.

White fire exploded.

The Meridian men recoiled.

Jack grabbed his mother's hand.

They sprinted towards another passage.

"AFTER THEM!"

They ran.

The corridor twisted.

Jack's torch bounced wildly.

"Where are we going?"

"No idea!" Vane shouted.

"Excellent!"

Behind them came pounding footsteps.

The passage split.

Left.

Right.

The compass needle swung left.

Jack pointed.

"Left!"

They turned.

The corridor ended.

A cliff edge.

Below stretched another cavern.

A river rushed through it.

"No!"

Jack looked around.

No exit.

The Meridian men were getting closer.

Vane searched the walls.

"There's always another way."

"Not seeing one!"

The compass clicked again.

The needle pointed down.

Jack looked over the edge.

Twenty feet below, black water moved swiftly.

"You've got to be joking."

Vane understood.

"Jump."

Sarah stared.

"Absolutely not."

Footsteps echoed behind them.

The stranger's voice.

"Nowhere left to go!"

Jack looked at the river.

Then at his mother.

"If they get the compass—"

"I know."

Vane stepped to the edge.

"Feet first. Arms crossed."

Jack looked at him.

"You've done this before?"

"No."

"Very reassuring."

The Meridian men appeared around the bend.

Jack recognised the stranger's smile.

"Give me the compass, Jack."

"Why?"

"Because you don't understand what you're carrying."

"Then explain it."

"Later."

Jack almost laughed.

"Everybody keeps saying that."

The man took another step.

"Your father made a terrible mistake."

"My father is alive."

The man's face gave nothing away.

"You saw him?"

Jack shouldn't have answered.

He realised too late.

The stranger smiled.

"Thank you."

Jack's stomach dropped.

He had just confirmed Daniel was on the island.

"Jack," Sarah whispered.

The river roared below.

The stranger reached inside his coat.

"Last chance."

Jack backed towards the edge.

Vane jumped first.

He vanished into the river.

Sarah followed.

Jack stood alone.

The stranger lunged.

Jack jumped.

For two seconds he was falling.

Then freezing water smashed into him.

He plunged beneath the surface.

Darkness.

Bubbles.

Noise.

Jack kicked upwards.

His head broke the surface.

"JACK!"

His mother.

Ahead.

The current carried them through the cavern.

Vane was further downstream.

"Swim left!"

Jack tried.

The water was too strong.

Something struck his leg.

He spun.

The compass slipped from his hand.

"No!"

It sank.

Jack dived.

The river dragged him.

He opened his eyes.

Black water.

Nothing.

Then a golden glint.

The compass.

Jack grabbed it.

His fingers closed around brass.

The needle was glowing.

Actually glowing.

A pale blue light spread through the water.

Jack stared.

Something enormous lay beneath him.

Not a creature.

A structure.

A city.

Towers.

Roads.

Domes.

An entire ruined city submerged beneath Blackwater.

Jack forgot to breathe.

Then he saw movement.

A person was swimming among the ruins.

Impossible.

Too deep.

Too far below.

The figure looked up.

Jack's heart stopped.

Daniel Mercer.

His father.

Underwater.

Without breathing equipment.

Daniel pointed urgently towards Jack.

Then behind him.

Jack turned.

A hand grabbed his ankle.

He was yanked down.

The man from the bookshop had jumped after him.

Jack kicked.

The man pulled harder.

Jack tried to scream.

Bubbles exploded from his mouth.

The compass flashed.

Suddenly the river disappeared.

Jack fell through empty air.

He slammed onto stone.

Coughed.

Gasped.

Water poured from his clothes.

He rolled onto his back.

His mother wasn't there.

Vane wasn't there.

The Meridian man wasn't there.

Jack was completely alone.

And dry stone stretched in every direction.

He sat up.

"What just happened?"

A vast underground room surrounded him.

Thousands of tiny lights glowed overhead like stars.

At the centre stood a huge circular machine of stone and metal.

The compass needle pointed directly towards it.

Then a voice spoke from the darkness.

"Jack?"

He stopped breathing.

He knew that voice.

He hadn't heard it in seven years.

Slowly, a man stepped into the light.

Older.

Thinner.

Grey streaks in his beard.

Red waterproof jacket missing.

But unmistakable.

Daniel Mercer.

Jack stood frozen.

"Dad?"

His father smiled.

"Hello, son."

Jack's eyes filled.

He took one step forward.

Then Daniel's smile vanished.

He looked at the compass in Jack's hand.

Fear spread across his face.

"Where did you get that?"

Jack stopped.

"It was yours."

"No."

Daniel backed away.

"Jack, listen to me very carefully."

"What?"

"That isn't my compass."

Jack stared down.

Daniel whispered:

"Mine is still locked inside the mountain."

Behind Jack, something moved.

A second voice spoke.

His own voice.

Exactly his own voice.

"He's lying."

Jack turned.

Another fifteen-year-old boy stood in the darkness.

Same hair.

Same face.

Same clothes.

Another Jack Mercer.

The duplicate smiled.

And raised an identical brass compass.

"Ask him," the other Jack said, "which one of us is real."
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