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Prologue

IT IS NIGHTTIME ON CAVEAT, and it is very dark. But then, it’s always dark on Caveat, these days.

On this particular night, a storm is raging, though no one on Caveat is outside to see it. They’ve all gone inside and barred their doors. They’ve lit a lamp in each window and sprinkled a line of ashes across the threshold, as one does. Outside, billows of white powder scream down the streets, clumping on the eaves in shaggy tendrils and piling up in great marshmallowy swells that threaten to swallow the little houses whole.

The frigid scene would send a chill to your bones if you were there to see it . . . but if you were there, you might be surprised to find that it isn’t nearly as cold as it seems. In fact, it is still the dead of summer, and what would appear to be snow and ice is, in fact, salt.

Well, it’s something like salt, anyway. The truth is, no one on Caveat knows what it is, or why it comes sweeping in from the west in relentless waves, trying to bury them alive. All they know is that it hasn’t always been like this. Once, they say, the sky was blue, and the spray of the sea wouldn’t burn your flesh. Once, the sun would set each night in the west, and faithfully rise again each morning in the east. Once, you could hear the crying of the gulls and not be afraid. But that was before the Great Blow turned the sea sour; that was before the sky shattered and the birds changed, and now, when the sun does rise, it rises red.

Somewhere in the heart of Caveat, there is a house. There’s nothing particularly special about this house—it looks exactly like all the houses around it, with its weathered gray planks and its drooping clamshell roof and its crooked little pipe chimney that lets in more salt than it lets out smoke. No, the only thing special about this house is that inside of it is a woman who is trying to get two small children to go to bed, and failing miserably.

“Wilmur, you get down from there right now!” the woman is shouting. “You’re going to fall and bash your head in, and then I’ll finally be free of you.”

“Ahhhh,” retorts the six-year-old boy who is jumping vigorously on the bed.

The woman is wrestling the other child, a girl of about five, into a nightshirt, but—being five—the girl is not having it. She ends up with both her arms through the neckhole and her head through a sleeve before wiggling away to join the boy in jumping on the bed.

“Not you too,” the woman groans. “Do you want me to do your hair before bed, or not?”

“Nope,” responds the girl cheerfully.

“Story,” says the boy, jumping harder.

“Story!” the girl agrees.

“Story! A story!”

“Story, story, story!”

At this the boy bounces so hard that he launches the girl clear off the bed, forcing the woman to lunge forward and catch her just before she comes smashing back down on the floor. She scowls down at the girl’s beaming face.



“Children,” grumbles the woman. “I swear, they’re so—”

“Useless!” the girl finishes helpfully.

The woman’s name is Hestur, and she does not like children. She likes them least of all at bedtime.

Hestur plants the little girl firmly in the bed and swaddles her beneath a hefty counterpane to prevent escape, then makes a swipe for the boy. She has to chase him three times around the room before she catches him, the little girl cheering him on all the while.

“I love you, Hestur,” the boy says sweetly as she hoists him upside down by the ankles.

“I don’t love you,” she snaps, “and I never will.”

Both children successfully immobilized beneath the counterpane, the woman at last collapses into the room’s only chair in exhaustion.

“Hestur, will the ghosts get in tonight?” says the boy.

“Don’t be stupid,” says the woman. “We put the ashes across the threshold, didn’t we? Didn’t we put the lamp in the window?”

“But what if the lamp goes out?”

“The lamp won’t go out.”

“But what if it does?”

“Then the ghosts will come inside. But the lamp will not go out.”

They have this exchange almost every single night. Hestur’s least favorite thing about children is how they never seem to get tired of anything.

“Story now, Hestur?” says the little girl hopefully.

“Story!” agrees the boy, kicking at the blankets.

“Story!” shouts the girl, more loudly.

“STORY!” yells the boy, louder still. This is one of their favorite games, Who Can Scream the Loudest. Hestur doesn’t care for it so much herself.

“ENOUGH WITH THE SCREAMING!” screams Hestur, loudest of all. “I will tell you one story, if you promise to shut up after that.”

The children graciously admit defeat and fall quiet, fixing Hestur with big round eyes as she drags her chair next to the bed.

“Here’s a story,” says Hestur, “about pirates.”

“Hooray,” cheer the children together. This is the only story she ever tells. They, of course, never get tired of it.

“Once upon a time, in this land we call Dickerson’s Sea, there lived a queen named Queen Hail Meridian. She was very young and very beautiful, with golden curls and sparkling violet eyes. She lived in a palace on a wondrous island called Faire Distance, far across the sea from here—the very center of the world. The streets there are all paved with mother-of-pearl, and the roofs shine golden in the sun. People on Faire Distance ride in carriages and go to balls and talk in parlors, and when they talk, things happen—important things. Not like here, where there’s nothing to talk about, and no one would care even if there was. But in a place like Faire Distance, things just matter more. I got to see it once, when I was a child . . . and one day, when I’m rid of the both of you, I’ll go back.” There is a rare wistful glint in her eye, one that the children only ever see when she tells this story.

“The people of Dickerson’s Sea loved Queen Hail Meridian very much,” Hestur continues, “for under her wise rule, they were always happy. The salt was not so bad then, the ocean not so sour, and the sky was always blue and clear. The ships sailed on free-flowing waves with their holds full of damascene steel and juicy Ansault pears and cloth as light as clouds, and everyone had as much as they wanted. But there was a problem. And that was—”

“Pirates!” shouts the boy, unable to contain his excitement any longer.

“Shhhh,” hisses Hestur, with a nervous glance toward the door. “Didn’t I tell you to be quiet? Yes. There was a big problem with pirates those days. They didn’t listen to the queen. They did what they wanted . . . took what they wanted . . . killed who they wanted. The brave Queensmen did their best to stop them, but the pirates fled to the very farthest reaches of Dickerson’s Sea, to unnatural islands with cursed soil where no Civilized person would dare set foot. They built their own kingdoms there—and what foul kingdoms they were, the streets stained red with blood and the houses all built from bones. They lived out there on the Devil’s doorstep, and it changed them, until they were no longer people like you and me, but creatures—half man, half monster. For a black heart is like a black pit, and out of it, all kinds of strange and bad things spill.



“To keep the queen safe from those awful pirates, a great big wall was built around Faire Distance, a hundred feet tall and fifty feet thick, with cannons all along the top. No one could get past it. And so for a while, there was peace, because there was more than enough for everyone and not even the pirates could take it all away. But then one day, while the queen was sitting on her royal throne there in Parliament . . .”

“What’s Parliament?” says the boy. He knows the answer because he asks this question every time Hestur tells this story, but he likes to ask it anyway.

“It was a lot of men who sat in a fancy building all day and made laws.”

“What’s laws?” He knows the answer to this one as well.

“It’s rules,” says the girl. “Like, You Must Not Go Outside After Dark is a law that Hestur made for us.”

“Hush,” says Hestur. “Anyway. On this day, Queen Hail Meridian was sitting there in Parliament on her royal golden throne, and she was wearing a golden dress with jewels all over it, and she had the royal golden crown on her head. Then all of a sudden, the door flew open—bang!—and someone came in. Who do you think it was?”

“Scarlet Morning,” murmurs the girl, suddenly very timid.

“Yes. It was Scarlet Morning, the most blackhearted pirate of them all. She was so awful that even the worst pirates were afraid of her. She did not kill for gold or power—she killed because it was the only thing that made her happy, and she felt nothing else, not pain, nor shame, nor fear of death. She killed men and women, old and young, pirate and Civilized, even little children, and afterward she drank their blood and chewed their limbs in dark rituals, because she’d sold herself to the Devil long ago and the Devil had cursed her. Everywhere she went, ill luck and foul weather followed, for everyone knows that after the red morning comes the storm. This was the terrible creature that walked into Parliament on that day. Scarlet Morning walked right up to Queen Hail Meridian’s throne, and that’s when they all saw: she had a gun in her hand!”

“Oh no,” whispers the boy.

“Scarlet Morning took this gun, and—bam!—she shot the queen dead! Then she ran right out of Parliament, and she took Queen Hail Meridian’s crown with her. And as she ran, she laughed. Oh, what a terrible sound! Then Dickerson’s Sea had no more queen. Only Parliament was left. And Parliament made a new law, and it said this: ‘We must kill all the pirates!’”

“All of them?” says the boy.

“Every last one. So that’s what they did. They got their swords and guns and knives, and they killed every single pirate that they could find, and they stacked their bodies up in the streets like logs of firewood.”

“But they couldn’t find Scarlet Morning!” cries the girl.

“No, they couldn’t find her, though they looked and looked! But Scarlet Morning had one more surprise waiting. The next day a red sun rose, as red as blood, and in its wake came a dreadful storm like nothing Dickerson’s Sea had ever seen. It turned the ocean white as milk, and anything that touched it died, and the fish floated on top, and the birds fell from the sky like rain. The salt rushed in and covered everything, swallowing up whole islands just as it swallows us now, and it has been that way ever since. As for Scarlet Morning, no one saw her, or the queen’s crown, ever again.” She leans back wearily in her chair. “That’s the end of the story . . . or at least, that’s all I know.”

“Hestur, what happened to her?” says the girl.

“Weren’t you listening? I don’t know. No one knows.”

“Did she die?” the girl presses. She is always far more interested in Scarlet Morning than the boy. “What if she’s still alive? What if she comes here?”

“Of course she won’t—” begins Hestur, but at that exact moment, the door is blown wide open with a great WHOOSH, filling the room with a cloud of stinging salt. The children shriek; Hestur tumbles out of her chair with shock. She rushes to shut the door, but before she does, she seems to catch sight of something outside in the sky, something that makes her face go gray and slack. She slams the door with all her might, shoving a heavy chest up against it for good measure, then staggers over to her bed to make sure that the mysterious Book is still stashed there beneath her mattress where she left it. Only upon reassuring herself that it is does she begin to breathe easily again.

“What did you see, Hestur?” whispers the girl. “Was it Scarlet Morning?”

Hestur glances nervously back toward the barricaded door, then leans in closer. “Listen to me, both of you. You’re old enough to hear it now. It’s not just a story. It really happened, and it’s still happening, because Scarlet Morning isn’t gone. Some will say she is, but they’re wrong. Something so wicked can’t truly die. And she’ll never stop, not until all of Dickerson’s Sea is as cold and empty as she is. That’s why, if ever you smell a fog that reeks like rotten blood . . . if you hear a sound like the wailing of a thousand drowning sailors . . . if you spy a silver ring round the moon or sun like a great evil eye . . . you bar that door and you get under the bed and you hide. Don’t you open it for anyone or anything, no matter what. Do you understand? Look at me and tell me you understand. You must not let her in. You must not let her get the Book.”

The girl looks over at the boy, but despite all the excitement, his eyes have begun to droop with sleep. Solemnly, the girl nods. “But isn’t someone good coming for us, Hestur? Someone who will take us home?”

“Yes, yes, of course,” snaps Hestur. “Haven’t I told you that a thousand times? Now go to sleep, and they’ll get here all the quicker.”

This satisfies the girl. She closes her eyes, and at last is quiet.

But Hestur is lying. Once, she truly did believe that someone was coming, that soon she’d be relieved of caring for two children she’d never asked for; after all, it was only supposed to be for a little while. But it has been five years now, and still, no one has come.

She knows this means that something has gone very, very wrong.

She checks the lamp and the line of ashes across the threshold, and she peeks at the Book beneath her mattress one more time, just to be sure. Then she gets into her own bed and lies awake for a long time, jumping at every creak of a board or bang of a shutter, until at last she, too, drifts off into restless sleep.

Hestur has finished the story of Queen Hail Meridian and Scarlet Morning, but that story is not quite over. Neither is the story of the boy and the girl, although Hestur’s own story is soon to come to an end.






Chapter 1

IT WAS A THIN, YELLOW-GRAY sort of Wednesday, and the sun had finally decided to make an appearance after almost a week of sluggish dawdling below the horizon. Now it wavered reluctantly in the sky as if it regretted the decision, a rusty red spot on an ashen field—the closest that Caveat ever got to good weather. And yet hardly a soul was out to enjoy it. They’d drawn their curtains and now sat in the dark waiting for the comfortable monotony of night, when there would be no chance of them accidentally enjoying themselves.

In fact, the only people on the whole island who were out that day were two children, a boy and a girl, making their way through the rows of salt-frosted houses toward the shore.

“Okay, I’ve got one,” the girl was saying. “What would you do if you were kidnapped by the bloodthirsty pirate Slit-Cheeked Salado Shiner, and he clapped you in chains and threw you in a pitch-black dungeon with stone walls ten feet thick and a solid stone floor, and it was slowly filling up with water, and the only way out was a tiny door one hundred feet up on the ceiling, and all you had was an umbrella, a big sack, and a bunch of balloons?”

This was a game called What Would You Do, and they played it whenever they were bored, which was always.

The boy thought hard. “Are there other people in the dungeon?”

“Yes,” decided the girl. “All of Salado Shiner’s other miserable victims, awaiting their dreadful fate. And there are human skeletons too, chained to the wall in their last anguished poses,” she added, just to spice things up.

The boy thought even harder, scrunching up his face with the effort. “Do the people have flat heads?” he said at last.

“Do they what?”

“You know. The tops of their heads, are they flat?”

“Why would they be flat?”

“I don’t know, I was just asking!”

“Fine,” the girl relented. “They all have flat heads, because they come from an island where the doors are just a little too low. Now what would you do?”

“I’d get all the people to stand on top of each other’s heads and make a human tower a hundred feet tall, and then I’d climb up the human tower and escape.” The boy looked pleased with himself. “See? That’s why I asked if they had flat heads.”

“What about all the other people? Are you going to just leave them in there to die?”

“Oh.” The boy looked briefly guilty, then shrugged. “Well, they’re not real anyway.”

The boy’s name was Wilmur; he was roughly fifteen and newly tall in a way that meant his ankles were always showing and he never seemed to know what his limbs were doing. Viola would have described him as a “beanpole,” a word she’d learned from a book, and which Wilmur hated, because how could something be a bean and a pole at the same time? It didn’t make any sense. He had a distinguished nose and impressive grown-up shoulders, but his face remained stubbornly baby-round where it bobbed at the end of his long neck, his ears sticking straight out and his reddish hair sticking straight up. He had a way of barreling through life with total confidence, as though he fully expected every obstacle to leap aside for him at the last second—but seeing as they rarely did, he tended to run into a lot of walls.

Viola—the girl’s name was Viola—was probably fourteen, and just starting to realize with great disappointment that she was not going to get tall like Wilmur. Her growth spurt had been unimpressive, if it had come at all, and on the other side of it, she still had to pin the waistband of her britches and stuff her boots full of paper to keep them from flying off her feet. Wilmur would have described her as a “shrimpus,” a word he’d just made up, because he was still sore about the whole beanpole thing. But what Viola lacked in stature, she made up for with the enormity of her imagination. Through her eyes, heaps of salt became majestic alps, potholes became piranha-infested pools, and wooden clothespins became tiny people with the most scandalous lives full of divorce and murder. Her bright brown eyes, set beneath skeptical eyebrows and above a resolute mouth, always seemed to be fixed on something just out of Wilmur’s view—a world of brilliant color only she could see, one that looked nothing like the dreary blankness of Caveat.

“Okay, my turn,” said Wilmur, hopping along a line of salted bumps that had once been fenceposts. “You’re locked in a dungeon that’s filling up with water . . . but instead of other people in there with you, it’s a rhinoceros.” He snickered. He’d only just learned about rhinoceroses, and found them so hilarious that he couldn’t even think about them without laughing.

“Is this the same dungeon I was just telling you about, with the same sack and balloons and umbrella?” said Viola, receiving a noncommittal shrug in response. “Well, first I’d use one of the ribs from the umbrella to pick the lock on the chains—you forgot that you were supposed to be chained up, too—and then I’d blow up the balloons and stuff them in the sack to make a raft, and then I’d wait for the water to lift me up far enough to reach the door.”

“Nope,” said Wilmur. “The rhinoceros popped all of the balloons, and then it sat on you and squished you. You lose, I win.” He snickered again as he remembered the rhinoceros; then, with an overeager hop, he missed the next bump and went careening face-first into a salt drift.

Now it was Viola’s turn to snicker as Wilmur picked himself up, his hair dusted white like an old man’s. “Is that what winning looks like?”

Wilmur lobbed a chunk of salt at her.

The children turned right, then left, then right, then right again, then left, and then they were at the docks—or rather, they were at the row of lonesome pillars that had once been the docks, congealed within so many sinewy whorls of salt that they resembled stooped, windblown giants. Once, many years ago, ships had come to Caveat; then what had been ocean turned to slush, and what had been slush turned to a solid crust of salt, and now ships no longer came to Caveat. The docks had fallen into disrepair before finally giving way beneath their burden of salt, and the island’s inhabitants had simply abandoned them to their fate.



What did it matter, anyway? No one was coming.

Past the docks, the children came to the beach, which had been a sad excuse for a beach even before the ocean had gone sour; now it was obliterated beneath a jumble of broken floes, heaped up all around Caveat like a collar of filthy snow. Still, the children did not stop. They carried on, picking their way carefully from floe to floe, until they’d left the shoreline far behind.

Now, at last, they were standing out on what they knew as the pack: a vast, chalky-white desert that was all that remained of the sea.

It did not bear much resemblance to the sea as it was described in Viola and Wilmur’s books. No waves crashed at its edges; no lively ocean breeze ruffled the carpet of floes choking its surface; no seabirds wheeled and wailed overhead. It all lay as still and silent as death, save for the squeaking and grumbling of the salt as it muscled its way forward in a relentless crawl. This monotonous plain of dingy white stretched off in every direction as far as they could see before being swallowed up in a bay of dishwater-gray fog as thick as cotton, blotting the rest of the world—if indeed there was anything out there at all—from view. Viola and Wilmur had ventured out a few times to see what lay on the other side of the fog, but even when they were certain they’d been walking in a straight line, somehow they’d always emerge with Caveat sitting right there in front of them again, mocking them.

The surface of the pack was prickly with salt crystals and crisscrossed by pressure ridges like miniature mountain ranges, and Wilmur started to regret going barefoot that day. Viola had warned him, to be fair, but Wilmur had ignored her, saying he went barefoot all the time, and Viola had said yes, he did, but he regretted it every time too, and Wilmur had said well, this time he wouldn’t, and Viola had rolled her eyes and said do whatever you want, just don’t whine about it to me, and Wilmur had been so annoyed at her that he would’ve gone even more barefoot if he could. She was right, of course—Viola had an annoying habit of being right—but he didn’t want her to know she was right, so he turned his wincing steps into a jaunty skip to show her how unbothered he was.

Luckily, they didn’t have far to go. Just up ahead, hulking shapes had begun to loom through the fog—prows and hulls and masts jutting up from the pack in a skeletal tangle, shellacked a blobby white by the salt so that they appeared as the bleached bones of some kind of mammoth sea creature. This was the ships’ graveyard, the final resting place of at least half a dozen vessels that had been abandoned there over a decade prior.

There weren’t many ways to get food and supplies anymore on Caveat, but there had been plenty of cargo on the doomed ships, and some of it was still almost edible.

The first of the ships was a little upside-down schooner called the Heathercat, as declared by the nameplate on her nose before it had been brined over. Her bow had been staved in, leaving a hollow, which Viola and Wilmur used to stash their tools: a trawling net, a rusty boathook, and a pair of fireplace tongs. Having retrieved these, they began to roam among the foundered ships, inspecting the pack for gaps. Usually the floes that made it up were packed so tight that they may as well have been a single solid thing, squeezing and scraping and shoving in a slow-motion battle for dominance; but inevitably, one of them would finally give way with a thunderous BOOM that could be heard from anywhere on Caveat, briefly baring a gash of ocean as dark and thick as tar before the other floes crowded in to block it out again. And with a little luck, these gaps could yield the most remarkable treasures.

A bit of searching revealed a promising crack near one of the bigger shipwrecks, a once-proud merchant brig called the León del Cabo that was now stuck in an undignified position with her bottom jutting toward the sky. Here the children took turns fishing around with their tools—a finicky business requiring utmost patience, for the bitter seawater burned whenever it met flesh. Patience was not one of Wilmur’s strong suits, however, and so after he’d splashed himself several times and ended up with a rash of angry red welts across his hands—which he was being a real baby about, if you asked Viola—she took over permanently, banishing him to hover sulkily behind her.



“Try over there,” said Wilmur. “No, not there, there . . . to the right . . . to the right . . . oh, actually I meant left . . . well, kind of uppish-left . . . uppish-leftish-right. Here, I’ll show you—”

“I can do it, will you please just let me—”

With a muffled clank, the tongs made contact with something.

“What is it?” cried Wilmur, butting his head over her shoulder so eagerly that he almost made her drop it again. “Pull it out, pull it out!”

“I know, Wilmur,” Viola huffed. “I’m not going to—forget to pull it out—”

With great care, she lifted their newfound treasure free, cased within a glittering crystal rind. Wilmur recognized the shape immediately, and his excitement turned to despair.

“No,” he said. “Throw it back!”

As soon as Viola had chipped away the crystal, Wilmur’s fears were confirmed. It was a cloudy glass jar sealed with wax and plastered with a sodden label that read Abner and Merrytree’s Miraculous Ever Eggs! Inside, ovoid gray-green things (“eggs”) were suspended in a horrible cockroach-colored jelly, a substance which (the jar proudly proclaimed) had the power to preserve the eggs until the end of time. They tasted somehow even more horrendous than they looked . . . but true to the label’s exorbitant claims, they hadn’t killed them yet.

“Well, we are running low,” said Viola.

“I’m going to starve to death on purpose,” said Wilmur.

They kept at it for a while longer, but all they managed to haul up was half an empty crate, a cracked bedpan, and a strange piece of U-shaped iron about the size of a hand.

“I’ve seen one of these in a book,” said Viola, turning it over in her hands with an interested spark in her eyes. “Sailors used to nail them to their masts. . . . It’s for good luck, I think.”

“Hey,” said Wilmur, who was staring off across the pack, shading his eyes. “What’s that?”

Viola joined him. At first she didn’t see anything; then she saw a dim gray lump hovering in the distance, so faint that she took it at first for a speck in her eye. “What is that?”

“Looks like a lump,” said Wilmur.

“Oh, of course it’s a lump,” said Viola, rolling her eyes. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

“A rock, maybe?”

“But it wasn’t there before. We would have seen it.”

They stared at the lump for a while in silence. The lump, in response, didn’t do anything.

“Viola,” said Wilmur at last. “Do you think it could be a ship?”

“Ships don’t come here,” said Viola.

“I know, but maybe,” said Wilmur.

“It’s not a ship,” said Viola. “It can’t be. If it was . . .” She trailed off.

They stared at the lump for a while more. The lump continued to not do anything.

“It might be a ship,” Wilmur muttered to himself.






Chapter 2

WILMUR WANTED TO STAY AND watch the lump, but soon the sky turned a surly iron-gray and the fog pushed in, thick with the burnt-metal tang of an impending storm. Everyone on Caveat knew how dangerous it was to get caught outside in a storm, including Wilmur, but that didn’t mean he had to like it; he huffed and stomped the whole way home, his bare feet smarting.

The fog clung to them like a damp sweater, making Wilmur feel disgustingly moist to his bones and worsening his already foul mood. He hated the fog. As if there wasn’t little enough to see on Caveat as it was! Even during the finest weather, the sky was gray and the houses were gray and the salt was a dismal grayish-white; but when it was foggy, everything was a dismal grayish-white, the sky merging with the air merging with the ground.

There was supposed to be color in the world—wasn’t there?

He let out a loud, mournful sigh so that Viola would know just how unhappy he was. Then he coughed, because the fog smelled even nastier than usual: an acrid, rotten stench that reminded him of the time he’d accidentally set his own hair on fire to see what would happen. He turned the cough into a pathetic wheeze so that Viola would ask him what was wrong, but she wasn’t paying attention to him; she kept looking over her shoulder at something. She quickened her pace, so Wilmur did too, stomping a little faster so that she would not miss any of his sighs.

They took a left, then a right, and then another right, then a left, then a right. Some of the houses they passed had the lamps in their windows lit; some didn’t. Some of them hadn’t lit their lamps for a while, and these houses were slowly disappearing beneath drifts of salt. On a few rare occasions they’d glimpse a silhouette moving behind a warped window or, on even rarer ones, cross paths with another pedestrian, ashen-faced and empty-eyed, but these passersby would never look right at Wilmur and Viola, much less speak to them. They’d duck their heads, pull their collars higher, and hurry past as fast as they could.

Viola was walking faster and faster, and so Wilmur sped up too, assuming that they were playing Who Can Walk the Fastest (which he would, of course, win). They turned right, then right, then left, then left, then right, then left. Suddenly Viola stepped closer to Wilmur and grabbed him by the elbow.

“Wilmur,” she whispered. “Don’t look now, but someone’s following us.”

Wilmur, of course, immediately stopped and looked. Sure enough, there was something back there, a vague person-shaped sliver in the fog. Wilmur thought that it was wearing a hat.



“They’ve been behind us for blocks and blocks,” said Viola. “See, they’ve stopped now too.”

Wilmur’s brow crinkled. “Why would someone want to follow us?”

“I don’t know,” said Viola. “Maybe we should—”

“Hey!” shouted Wilmur at the figure. “Why are you following us?”

The figure didn’t answer. A moment later, it stepped back and melted into the fog.

“Well, it’s gone now,” said Wilmur with a shrug. “It was probably just a person. Or a ghost.”

Viola, for once, had no retort. They hurried on, turning right, then left, then right, then left, then left, then left, then left, then left, then RIGHT, and then finally, they were home.

“Home” was a lopsided shack with a single window, a single door, and a balding roof so badly bowed in that Wilmur’s head almost scraped the ceiling when he walked around inside. It must’ve once been painted, for splinters of red could still be spied within the deepest knots and cracks of its planks, but it had long ago been scoured the same pitted gray as everything else on Caveat.

Wilmur hated it.

He grabbed the door’s handle to throw it open, but the door had swollen shut again, just like it did every day. It whined and squawked as he wrestled with it, always catching in one place as soon as he jiggled it free in another. The door was stupid, and Wilmur hated it.

“Stupid door,” he yelled. “I hate you!”

“Hurry,” said Viola, looking back worriedly.

Wilmur threw his whole weight against the door, and at last it swung open with an awful SKREEK, sending him tumbling inside as the whole house rocked on its foundation. Viola rushed in after him, shut the door, and dropped the latch—though the latch was more of a suggestion at this point, about one stiff breeze away from permanent retirement.

Inside it was cold, and dark, and silent. Wilmur toppled forward like a log of timber, landing facedown on his bed.

“Mm herm thim homse,” he announced into the mattress. “And I hate this bed,” he added, raising his head to give the bed a scornful stare before dropping it again in despair.

“Come on, get up,” said Viola, nudging him. “Let’s make dinner.”

“I don’t want dinner,” said Wilmur listlessly. “We had dinner last night. And the night before that, and the night before that, for a hundred years.”

“That’s the thing about eating, you’re supposed to do it every day,” said Viola, sitting on him to bother him. “Now, will you get up?”

Wilmur didn’t move. He decided right then that he would just lie there forever until he died. Viola stuck her always-cold hands up the back of his shirt, but he didn’t budge; then she tried stacking books on his butt, but he still didn’t move an inch. Finally, she grabbed a silk fan from the shelf and sashayed across the room in a hilarious way that always made Wilmur laugh. “Lord Wilmur Gertrude Featherbottom the Twelfth,” she announced in a haughty trill. “Arise from thy sumptuous comforter! For I, Lord Voilà Royale Eau de Toilette, decree it thus. The Most High Duke and Duchess of Fiddle-Faddle are arriving posthaste to sup with us on delightful stewed peacock breast and toasted butter apples with sweet cream—”

“No!” yelled Wilmur, sitting up so suddenly that he sent all the books she’d stacked on him to the ground with a crash. “We don’t have any of those things. All we have are awful old eggs, and I can’t eat any more eggs, Viola, I won’t, and that was a ship out there today, I know it was!” His eyes felt wet; embarrassed, he threw himself back down, burying his face in his arms.

For a long time, Viola said nothing. Then he felt the mattress shift, and when he peeked out from the crook of his elbow, he saw her curled up beside him, watching him with those big, thoughtful brown eyes of hers, her mouth scrunched up the way it did when she was thinking about things she didn’t think he would understand. She reached for his hand and curled their fingers together; then she stuck her thumb straight up, challenging his. Slowly, Wilmur raised his thumb too. Without a word, they carried out the familiar motions:

One-two-three-four, I-declare-a-thumb-war . . .

Wilmur pinned Viola’s thumb once, twice, without even raising his head. He could tell she was letting him win, but it still made him feel a little better. He was great at thumb wars.

“You know,” said Viola, dodging one of his attacks, “I bet that was a ship out there today.”

Wilmur’s thumb faltered; Viola didn’t pin it, even though she could have. “Really?” came his muffled voice.

“Yeah,” said Viola. “Tomorrow, when the storm’s passed, we’ll go look for it again. We’ll take a lantern so we can signal them through the fog. They can’t have gone very far—not with the pack as tight as it is.”

Wilmur scrunched up his forehead. “Is this real?” he said. “Or another game?”

“Real,” said Viola.

“What if we don’t find it?”

“Then another ship will come. Someone is looking for us.”

That reassured him. His thumb darted quick as a cobra strike, besting Viola’s once more. “Three out of five,” said Wilmur smugly. “I win again.”








Chapter 3

THE STORM ROARED IN WITH much bravado, making their little house rattle and pitch like a mess of toothpicks, and only their presence within it kept it from flying away into the sky altogether. Viola lit the lamp in the window, and Wilmur lit the stove, then together they sprinkled a line of ashes across the threshold—as one did.

The cheerful glow of the lamp made their house feel a little more homey. It sparkled on the walls, lacquered a shiny blue with paint they’d scavenged from the ships’ graveyard; it cast dancing shadows across the floorboards, worn glass-smooth by the ceaseless scrape of salt; it made craters and valleys on the lumpy mattresses of their two ancient beds, placed head-to-head so they could whisper secrets at night. One of the beds had once been Hestur’s, but Hestur was gone now. They didn’t know why, or where to. All they knew was that one day when Viola was six and Wilmur was seven, they’d woken up to find themselves alone. Hestur’s shawl had been gone from the back of the chair, her shoes gone from the side of the bed, and the bed itself had been neatly made up, but very cold and empty, without even an impression on the mattress or a hair on the pillow. The door had still been latched from the inside, and the only footprints outside had been their own. It was like she had simply . . . vanished.



Viola made it a point to bring her up as often as possible, because she had the sneaking suspicion that Wilmur was starting to forget her.

Against the far wall were cabinets they’d fashioned from crates, and these held their treasures—every interesting item they’d ever managed to dredge from beneath the pack. There was a pair of glass candlesticks so green they glowed in the dark, a moldy silk fan, a fake beard on a string that Viola would sometimes don for Wilmur’s amusement, a mirror that they kept covered because they’d occasionally spot their reflections doing odd things without them, an ornate jeweled egg that they’d toss to one another for fun, a clever clockwork cat that played a tiny tin drum, a salt-hardened shirt that looked like it still had a person inside, a six-sided die that somehow always rolled sevens, a jeweled dagger engraved with the word Poltimore, a wooden leg, a glass eye, a pair of baby shoes in surprisingly pristine condition, and an enamel music box that screamed when it was wound up.

Then there were the books: storybooks and encyclopedias, ships’ logs and dime novels, books of poetry and philosophy and piano music and sewing patterns and almanacs about the movements of stars that they had never seen. Everything they knew about the world came from these books. Wilmur preferred the adventure novels, especially when Viola read them to him—reading had never come easily to him, and besides, books were just better when she read them. She’d make up voices and songs and sounds to make them feel more real, and, if parts of the book were damaged beyond legibility, she’d fill in the blanks with little flourishes that were just as good as anything in the book itself, if not better. He didn’t know how she did it. Her mind was always coming up with new things like it was nothing, even when there was precious little else that was new about their lives.

Viola, for her own part, liked history books. She found them even more exciting than adventure novels, because they had really happened. Fictional characters were all well and good, but when you closed the book, there they stayed; history, though, was real whether you thought about it or not. Hidden within even the driest of tomes, there was truth, and Viola meant to find it. She could practically taste the tang of gunpowder as grand warships were sunk with all souls lost, smell the foul wind as it stirred the bodies of once-fearsome pirates hanging from their gibbets, hear the swell of strings as important people mingled in golden halls having important conversations that would change the world forever, not one of them suspecting that one day there would be a girl named Viola to read about them. To them, she was a ghost, a backward ghost that hadn’t yet been born—but if they were real no matter what, then so was she.



“SCARLET MORNING,” read Viola as the storm dragged its fingernails across their window. “No Pyrate is as little-known and well-feared as this Black-Hearted Villainess. She has scarlet Hair to her Waist, and she is adorned in black mourning Silks from her Head to her Foot, her Face concealed beneath a ghastly pale Mask. Upon the Palm of her left Hand is a Star-shaped Scar, inflicted upon her by one Dune Shearwater, famed Pyrate-Hunter, who did track and fire upon her; whereupon she did throw up a Hand to shield herself, the Ball passing clean through and ending her Life. Shearwater did bury the Body of that abhorrent Monstress in the Sea, but it was not long thereafter that she did pledge her soul to the Devil Himself in exchange for renewed Life and thus did that unnatural Fiend claw her way out of Hell. She did pursue that Pyrate-Hunter across the Sea with tireless Fury until at last she faced him upon the Amethyst Sands of Alamere, and there she did strike him down, afterward nailing his headless and rudely treated Corpse to the Bow of her Ship in place of a Figurehead. Thus does that Devil’s-Bride rove the Sea to this day, a cursed Creature neither alive nor dead that cannot be killed by Blade nor Bullet. Even the most stout-hearted Sailor lives in Dread of the Sight of her Flag—a red Banner marked with six black Tears—for whoever so much as glimpses it will be beset by Plague and deadly Storms, her Patron, the Devil, having imbued her with all manner of evil Powers.”

“I don’t want to read this anymore,” said Wilmur, who was lying in a heap on the bed.

“You picked it!” said Viola.

“Well, I’m tired of it. Let’s read something else.” Wilmur oozed off the bed and rolled across the floor to the bookshelf instead of walking. He ran his hand along the row of battered spines, but couldn’t seem to find anything that interested him. “I know,” he said, an excited spark in his eyes. “Let’s read the Book!” He catapulted to his feet and dragged out another book that had been stashed safely beneath Viola’s mattress.



This book was not like the others. It was bound in shiny brass, inlaid with a series of ivory dials, and engraved with the words Journals and Proceedings Relating to the Study of Bizarre Occurrences in the Curious Region Known as Dickerson’s Sea; Being a Record of Events Since the Crossing of Icharus Bend, Thus Written by one Alias Crowe—a long and clumsy title, so Viola and Wilmur just called it the Book. What it was or where it had come from, they did not know. All they knew was that it was the only thing Hestur had left behind, and that, for some reason, it was of the utmost importance that it remain hidden. Its pages were locked within thin brass cases that could only be opened by scrolling the dials into specific configurations, and after years of tireless fiddling, Viola and Wilmur had managed to unlock almost all of them, revealing pages upon pages of paranoid, nonsensical ramblings; research notes detailing bizarre and impossible phenomena; ink-spotted letters that spoke of countries and queens and kings that had never been; strange little stories about characters that appeared nowhere else in the Book; and whole passages written entirely in gibberish. There was only one section that they had not yet been successful in opening, and this last mysterious section drove them—well, it drove Viola—almost mad with curiosity. If there was a key to understanding the rest of the Book, she was certain it was contained in those final unknown pages . . . but its case remained stubbornly locked.

Viola spun the dials into their proper places, and with a click, one of the cases sprang open. Within was a stack of pages labeled “Lacuna Laridae: Its Fearsome Fauna, Fatal Flora, and Terrifying Terrain, Being a Compendium of Hellish Beasts in a Forsaken Place.” This section contained descriptions of highly implausible monsters accompanied by disturbing sketches, and it was, of course, Viola and Wilmur’s favorite section.



Despite his earlier enthusiasm, Wilmur did not seem to be paying attention. He was staring hard at the window, his eyebrows scrunched up.

“What time do you think it is?” he said. They had a clock, one shaped like a cat with a swinging tail, but no matter how many times they tried to set it, its hands preferred to entertain themselves by doing energetic backflips instead of telling the time.

“I don’t know,” said Viola. “Late.”

“Too late for anyone to be outside, right?”

“Much too late.”

“Well, I think someone’s there.”

Viola shot to the window next to Wilmur. There was something there: a warm orange light, bobbing in the darkness as if of its own accord.

Wilmur cupped his hands around his eyes and pressed his face against the window. “I think it’s a lantern,” he said, “but I can’t see who’s holding it.”

“It can’t be,” said Viola. “Everyone on Caveat knows not to go outside at night.”

“Then maybe they aren’t from here,” said Wilmur, and that made Viola go cold to her bones.

They watched the light in silence for a while. Once, it moved a little closer, and Viola’s heart leaped into her throat; then it drifted farther away again and finally vanished into the blizzard of salt. Only then did Viola begin to breathe normally.

They kept watching for a long time until their eyelids drooped with sleep, but the light didn’t come back.






Chapter 4

MWWAAAAAAAARRRRRRRMMMMMMMMMMM.

Viola’s eyes snapped open. She’d heard something. Had she heard something?

At some point she and Wilmur had fallen asleep on the same bed. Outside, the storm raged on in hearty gusts, pummeling the window with a sound like a thousand mice tap-dancing in glass shoes, and surely that had been what she’d heard.

And yet storms came so frequently to Caveat that even a light sleeper like Viola tended not to be disturbed by them. So what—

The sound came again: a long, low bellow that buzzed in the pit of her chest.

Mwwaaaaaaaarrrrrrrmmmmmmmmmmm.

Viola bolted upright. The plates in the cabinet were thrumming, the glass eyeball rolling back and forth across the shelf. The metallic smell Viola had noticed earlier that day seemed unbearably strong now, or was it just her imagination?

“Wilmur,” she hissed, kicking him in the ribs.

“Owww,” Wilmur mumbled. He raised his head blearily. “What?”

She pressed a finger to her lips and darted her eyes toward the window. Wilmur was just opening his mouth to ask what her problem was when it happened again.

Mwwaaaaaaaarrrrrrrmmmmmmmmmmm.

He sat up so quickly that he almost knocked Viola off the bed. “What is that?”

They listened for a while, hearts beating out a racket against their ribs. The sound came in a steady rhythm every thirty seconds or so, like the labored breathing of some gargantuan beast.

“Wilmur,” Viola whispered. “That person in the fog yesterday . . . What if it wasn’t a person, exactly?”

“What? What else would it be?” said Wilmur. When Viola didn’t answer, he grabbed his pillow and threw it at her.

“Hey!”

“You can’t just say spooky stuff like that and then not explain!” He threw the other pillow too for good measure. “If it wasn’t a person, then what was it?”

“Okay, look!” Viola took a deep breath. “Do you remember what Hestur used to tell us about forerunners?”

Wilmur just stared blankly.

“They’re omens,” said Viola. “Signs that something bad is coming, something . . . unnatural. And a silver ring around the sun or moon, a fog that reeks like rotten blood, a howling sound like the voices of a thousand drowning sailors . . . all of them are supposed to be forerunners of Scarlet Morning.” She paused for dramatic effect, even though she was just as scared as Wilmur; it was too good a story to pass up. “Hestur made us promise that if we ever saw anything like that, we’d run home and lock the door and not let anyone in, no matter what. It’s like she really thought that Scarlet Morning was after her. Well, maybe not after her . . .”

“What?” Wilmur’s eyes were almost popping out of their sockets. “What was she after?”

“The Book,” said Viola.

There was a knock at the door. Both children screamed; Wilmur fell off the bed.

In all their lives, there had never been a knock on the door.

“Someone’s out there,” gasped Wilmur as he popped back up. “Is it Scarlet Morning?”

“No way,” said Viola. “It—it’s the storm, blowing something against the door—”

There was a second knock, and Viola’s soul flew out of her body.

“That was definitely a knock,” said Wilmur. “What do we do?”

Viola grabbed the Book and shoved it under the mattress, then looked around for a weapon. There was a rusty old blunderbuss, but they had no shot or powder for it, and she wouldn’t have known where to put them in any case; there was the jeweled dagger, but its edge was so dull it may as well have been a toy. Why weren’t they better prepared? Why hadn’t she taken Hestur’s warning more seriously?

There was a third knock, this one louder and more insistent.

To Viola’s horror, Wilmur stood up and started to reach for the door’s handle. “Wilmur,” she yelped, “what are you doing?”

“I’m not scared,” he said unconvincingly.

“I’m not either,” said Viola, even less convincingly, “but I promised Hestur I wouldn’t let her—I mean, anyone—in. Whatever’s out there . . . it could be dangerous.”

“Well, maybe it’s not! Maybe it’s someone nice. Or maybe . . . maybe it’s a rhinoceros!”

“It’s not a rhinoceros, Wilmur!”

The doorknob twitched back and forth, the latch rattling. Whatever was outside the door was becoming impatient. Wilmur grabbed the boathook and wielded it bravely; Viola settled on
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Day 1912

Today I encountered’a curious creature roaming Level 3::some-sort of
squid’ or octopus in a remarkably bipedal configuratiom, its "legs"
formed from tentacles intertwined in an approximationnof human
musculature, which it was able to use with impressive competency. The
creature plodded along quite rapidly with a certain sense of mysterious
purpose--an eerie sight to be sure, and yet I confess excitement at the
prospect of witnessing the evolution of a brand-new species taking place
before my very eyes. Not even Darwin with his ruddy finches can claim to
have done the same.

Prick.

Aside from its legs, the creature had formed a trunk or head from the
bulbous knot of flesh that made -up its upper body, though lacking any
visible eyes or mouth--these being perhaps protected within the knot. Its
skin was generally sallow and vaguely reflective, but at times flashes of
color would move across its surface like a blush, ranging from charming
peach to lurid blue to, once, something uncannily like a tartan pattern=-
Clan McLeod, if I'm not mistaken--though how it might have come to have
any knowledge of such a thing, I haven't the faintest idea.

After some deliberation, I have decided upon a name: PERMUTATIO BIPODA,
common name: MOGRIM. All in all, this promises to be one of the most
momentous scientific discoveries of our time--but by all means, please
tell me more about Darwin's stupid finches.
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